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The importance of dyadic teacher-student relationships for both teachers and students
is widely acknowledged. However, only limited research has explored how competent
teachers feel in building these relationships. The current study aimed, first, to deepen
the knowledge on relational competence by targeting teachers’ competence in building
dyadic teacher-student relationships specifically. To this end, the Competence Measure
of Individual Teacher-student relationships (COMMIT) was developed. This questionnaire
is explicitly based on theories used in research on affective teacher-student relationships
and addresses multiple aspects of competence (attitudes, knowledge, and self-
efficacy). Second, as teacher education programs have been repeatedly criticized
for not sufficiently targeting relational competencies, the current study focused on
pre-service teachers’ perceived competence and aimed to explore differences in this
competence across pre-service teachers in subsequent years of their teacher training.
Criterion validity of the newly developed COMMIT was examined in a sample of pre-
service teachers in pre-primary and primary teacher education programs (N = 535).
Six subscales were created, addressing pre-service teachers’ attitude toward teacher-
student relationships (1 scale), their knowledge of teacher-student relationships and
coping (2 scales), and their self-efficacy beliefs with regard to building closeness, coping
with conflict, and reflective functioning (3 scales). Results showed that pre-service
teachers had a rather positive attitude toward teacher-student relationships, and felt
quite knowledgeable and self-efficacious, yet not in all aspects of dyadic relationship-
building. Results further revealed that pre-service teachers in the final year of teacher
training felt more competent, yet, again, not for all aspects of dyadic relationship-
building. Notably, differences between pre-service teachers in subsequent years of
teacher education were less pronounced in primary compared to pre- primary teacher
education programs. Suggestions for future research and implications for initial teacher
training are discussed.

Keywords: teacher-student relationship, teacher perceived competence, measure development, teacher
education, dyadic teacher-student relationships, teacher attitudes, teacher self-efficacy
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INTRODUCTION

The importance of the affective qualities of dyadic teacher-
student relationships, both for child development and teacher
well-being, has repeatedly been demonstrated (e.g., McGrath
and Van Bergen, 2015; Corbin et al., 2019). Students who
have a close relationship with their teacher for instance
hold more positive attitudes toward school, achieve better in
class, and are more likely to develop positive peer relations
(Roorda et al., 2017, 2020; Ansari et al., 2020a), while students
who have a conflictual relationship with their teacher are at
risk for negative outcomes and the amplification of initial
internalizing and externalizing problems (Roorda et al., 2014;
Ansari et al., 2020a; Nguyen et al., 2020; Roorda and Koomen,
2021). Likewise, close teacher-student relationships contribute
to teachers’ self-efficacy, sense of personal accomplishment,
job satisfaction, and professional motivation (Hagenauer et al.,
2015; Zee et al., 2017; Corbin et al., 2019; Evans et al.,
2019; Aboagye et al., 2020), whereas conflictual relationships
are an important source of teacher stress and are predictive
of burnout symptoms such as emotional exhaustion (Milatz
et al., 2015; Corbin et al., 2019; Ansari et al., 2020b). In
sum, both teachers and students profit from close relationships,
while both suffer from conflictual relationships. Although the
importance of affective teacher-student relationships is widely
acknowledged, only limited research has focused on how
competent teachers feel in building these relationships and how
this competence can be influenced by, for example, teacher
education. This study aimed to fill this gap and focused on
teachers’ perceived competence in dyadic relationship-building,
specifically targeting pre-service teachers in (pre-) primary
education programs.

Affective Teacher-Student Relationships
Within research on affective teacher-student relationships,
attachment theory has become the dominant framework (Pianta,
1999; Sabol and Pianta, 2012; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012).
The teacher-student relationship is conceptualized based on
three dimensions: closeness, conflict, and dependency (Pianta,
2001). Closeness reflects the openness and warmth within the
relationship, while conflict refers to resistance and disharmony
in teacher-student interactions. Dependency, in turn, reflects
(excessive) dependent behavior of the student toward the teacher
(Verschueren and Koomen, 2012). The attachment framework
states that in a positive, effective relationship, characterized
by closeness and the absence of conflict and dependency, the
teacher functions as a “secure base” and “safe haven” for
students, allowing them to explore the world and supporting their
further social, emotional and academic development (Pianta,
1999; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012). Attachment-based
interventions emphasize the importance of teachers’ reflective
functioning, that is their ability to reflect upon their own and their
students’ emotions and cognitions (Slade, 2007; Spilt et al., 2012;
Bosman et al., 2021). Moreover, the teacher’s sensitivity, reflected
in for instance their ability to take the students’ perspective as well
as to respond appropriately to each student’s needs, is considered
vital in building a warm, positive relationship (Pianta, 1999;

Koomen and Lont, 2004; Sabol and Pianta, 2012; Verschueren
and Koomen, 2012).

Together with attachment theory, research often builds on
the self-determination theory (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan and Deci,
2000). Self-determination theory states that every human has
three fundamental, psychological needs: the need for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Fulfillment of these needs is a
requirement for motivation, engagement, and growth (Deci et al.,
1991; Ryan and Deci, 2000). In a school context, this means
that all three needs have to be fulfilled in order for students
to truly engage and learn (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan and Deci,
2000; Opdenakker, 2014). Teachers are important actors who
can support students in fulfilling these needs. In this light, the
teacher-student relationship has been identified as an important
lever to fulfill students’ need for relatedness (Deci et al., 1991;
Ryan and Deci, 2000; Opdenakker, 2014). Moreover, positive
relationships with students can also fulfill the teachers’ own need
for relatedness (Klassen et al., 2012).

In addition to these two psychological approaches, educational
scientists have studied the teacher-student relationship using
the model of interpersonal teacher behavior. This model builds
upon the communicative systems approach to model interactions
between teachers and students (Wubbels et al., 2006, 2012a,b).
Teacher behavior in the classroom is described along two
dimensions, Dominance (also called “Influence,” dominance vs.
submission) and Affiliation (also called “Proximity,” opposition
vs. cooperation). By combining these two dimensions, the
pattern of teacher behavior can be summarized in one of
eight interpersonal styles (e.g., Leadership, Understanding, Strict;
Wubbels et al., 2006, 2012a). Interactions between two parties
can be either symmetrical or complementary. Within teacher-
student relationships, interactions are often symmetrical with
regard to affiliation [i.e., cooperative or friendly behavior from
the teacher elicits cooperative or friendly behavior from the
student(s)], yet complementary with regard to dominance (i.e.,
dominant behavior from the teacher elicits submissive behavior
from the student(s); Wubbels et al., 2006). Although the model
of interpersonal theory behavior is most frequently used in
research focused on classroom-level relationships, it has also
been applied to the dyadic teacher-student relationship (Thijs
et al., 2011; Roorda et al., 2012). On both the dyadic and
classroom level, the teacher’s interpersonal behavior was found to
be related to cognitive and affective student outcomes (Wubbels
et al., 2007, 2012b; Thijs et al., 2011; Roorda et al., 2012;
Zijlstra et al., 2013).

As mentioned above, teachers interact with the class as whole,
as well as with individual students. Although classroom-level
and dyadic teacher-student relationships are related (Buyse et al.,
2008; Moen et al., 2019; Walker and Graham, 2019), the impact
of dyadic teacher-student relationships on student development
can be distinguished from the impact of relationships at the
classroom level (Buyse et al., 2009; Rucinski et al., 2018;
Nguyen et al., 2020). A low-quality dyadic teacher-student
relationship can subvert the benefits of high-quality classroom
environments (Crosnoe et al., 2010; Nguyen et al., 2020) and
classroom-level emotional support cannot compensate for low-
quality dyadic relationships (Rucinski et al., 2018). These results
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highlight the importance of teachers’ competence to build
positive relationships with each of their students.

Teachers’ Relationship-Building
Competence
Although investing time and effort in building positive
teacher-student relationships benefits both parties, researchers
have suggested that teacher education programs might not
sufficiently prepare teachers for building positive teacher-student
relationships (Jo, 2014; Korpershoek et al., 2016; Rucinski et al.,
2018; Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019). Teacher education programs
have been criticized for focusing too strongly on (subject)
knowledge and teaching skills rather than addressing didactical,
pedagogical and relational competencies equally. If attention
is given to pedagogical competencies, the focus is mainly on
classroom management (Jensen et al., 2015; Aspelin and Jonsson,
2019). While reports from teachers and pre-service teachers
revealed that they consider interactions and relationships with
students the most difficult aspect of teaching (Jensen et al.,
2015), only limited research has explored how competent (pre-
service) teachers feel in building teacher-student relationships
with individual students and how teacher education impacts this
perceived competence.

An important effort toward the inclusion of relational
competencies in teacher training has been initiated, both in
policy and research, in Denmark and Sweden (Jensen et al.,
2015; Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019). In various, in-depth qualitative
studies, researchers have investigated how (pre-service) teachers
themselves conceptualize “relational competence,” how relational
competencies are visible in teachers’ practice, and how teacher
education can strengthen teachers’ relational competencies
(Jensen et al., 2015; Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019; Aspelin et al.,
2020, 2021). This line of research conceptualizes relational
competence as “being able to meet students and parents with
openness and respect, to show empathy and to be able to
take responsibility for one’s own part of the relationship as an
educator” (Jensen et al., 2015, p. 206). This approach does thus
not solely focus on affective teacher-student relationships, nor
does it determine specific skills or attitudes needed to build
relationships with individual students. The current study aims
to deepen the knowledge on relational competence by focusing
on pre-service teachers’ competence in building dyadic teacher-
student relationships.

Several quantitative measures have been developed to assess
the quality of teacher-student relationships or interactions,
both from the perspective of the student and the perspective
of the teacher [for an overview of self-report measures, see
Roza et al. (2021)]. However, to our knowledge, only two
quantitative measures have been developed which target
teachers’ perceived relational competence1. First, in line with
the multidimensional Scandinavian framework, the Teacher’s

1Although frequently used measures of teacher self-efficacy (e.g., Tschannen-
Moran and Woolfolk Hoy, 2001; Zee et al., 2016) refer to several aspects of the
teacher-student relationship (e.g., “How much can you do to calm a student who
is disruptive or noisy?” as part of classroom management, or “How well can you
provide a safe and secure environment for this student?” as part of emotional
support), relationship-building skills of teachers are not explicitly addressed and

Relational Competence Scale (TRCS; Vidmar and Kerman,
2016) addresses teachers’ authenticity, responsibility, and
respect for individuality in teacher-student relationships.
Notably, only two scales, responsibility and individuality, were
retained: the expected, theory-based three-factor structure
including authenticity was not supported (Vidmar and Kerman,
2016). Relational competence as measured with the TRCS,
combining responsibility and individuality, was shown to
positively predict teachers’ job satisfaction (Perše et al., 2020).
Second, the unidimensional Teacher Relational Self-Efficacy
Scale (TRSES; Robinson, 2020) assesses teachers’ feelings of
relational self-efficacy: “teachers’ beliefs about their capability
to successfully form, maintain, and repair relationships with
students” (Robinson, 2020, p. 2). The dissertation research
of Robinson (2020) suggested that relational self-efficacy is
predictive of teacher-student relationship quality, over and above
self-efficacy in other aspects of teaching.

However, neither of these existing measures seem to be specific
enough to address dyadic relationship-building competence.
First, development of these measures was guided by social-
emotional competence research and teacher self-efficacy research,
respectively, rather than theoretical perspectives on dyadic
teacher-student relationships such as the attachment framework,
self-determination theory and the theory of interpersonal teacher
behavior (Vidmar and Kerman, 2016; Robinson, 2020). As
a result, the value of these measures notwithstanding, the
existing measures do not distinguish between classroom-level
relationships and dyadic teacher-student relationships. However,
it is possible that teachers feel generally competent in building
relationships with their students (e.g., how much can you do
to get your students to trust you?), yet they feel less competent
in their interactions with one or two specific students (e.g.,
do you know for each individual student in your class how to
calm or console them when they are angry or upset or do you
know this for most, but not all students?). As this study focuses
on dyadic relationships, the measure used should be tailored
to these one-on-one relationships. As discussed, prominent
theories in research on dyadic teacher-student relationships are
attachment theory, self-determination theory as well as the theory
of interpersonal teacher behavior. We argue that when targeting
teachers’ perceived dyadic relationship-building competence, at
least the most prominent aspects of these theories (e.g., for
attachment theory: how the teacher can function as a secure base)
should be included.

Second, the mentioned measures target only one aspect of
teachers’ perceived competence, namely teachers’ self-efficacy
beliefs. However, both theoretical models of competence
(Baumert and Kunter, 2013; Blömeke and Kaiser, 2017) and
empirical research emphasize that different aspects of teachers’
competence – that is teachers’ affect-motivation (attitudes
or beliefs) (theoretical) knowledge, and self-efficacy beliefs –
separately contribute to their teaching practice (Kunter et al.,
2013; Spruce and Bol, 2014; Charalambous, 2015; Depaepe
and König, 2018; Horzum and Izci, 2018; Yu, 2018). Notably,

we do not consider these measures specific enough to assess the concept of
relational competence.
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studies investigating whether teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, most
often in the domain of emotional support, are associated
with dyadic teacher-student relationship quality have yielded
mixed results (Zee and Koomen, 2016, 2017; Hajovsky et al.,
2020). It might thus be necessary to include teachers’ attitudes
and knowledge as well to fully capture associations between
teachers’ perceived competence and actual performance (i.e.,
relationship quality).

Finally, the discussed measures of relational competence
focus primarily on the students’ relational and supportive needs:
what can, or should, the teacher do to support the student?
However, the teacher is also part of the relationship and what
the teacher needs to be able to support the student should
not be overlooked. It is not always evident to build close
teacher-student relationships with each and every student in
your class, and how teachers cope with negative emotions and
conflicts in interactions with students is crucial to preserve
and maintain teacher sensitivity (Koenen et al., 2019a; Ansari
et al., 2020b). For example, if a teacher wants to calm down or
console the student following a conflict, they need to be able
to cope with their own emotions. Only then can they restore
the relationship. In building teacher-child relationships, teachers
are the ones responsible for trying to establish, maintain and,
if needed, restore the relationship. Negative teacher emotions
and cognitions, such as helplessness or not feeling in control,
can discourage the teacher from searching for new strategies
to connect with a student, might cause teachers to withdraw
from a student, and can undermine their sensitivity toward
that student (Chang and Davis, 2009; Spilt and Koomen,
2009; Koenen et al., 2019a). The ability to cope with these
negative emotions and cognitions, however, can strengthen
teachers’ resilience and is crucial in preventing teachers from
becoming discouraged in the face of challenges, such as
repeated conflict with students (Hastings and Brown, 2002;
Beltman et al., 2011).

Teachers need to regulate their emotions and (maladaptive)
cognitions both in the moment and in the long run (Hastings
and Brown, 2002; Beltman et al., 2011; Pillen et al., 2013;
Wang et al., 2019; Zaretsky and Katz, 2019; de Ruiter et al.,
2021). The use of maladaptive coping strategies (e.g., hiding
or faking emotions; cognitive avoidance) in interactions with
students decreases occupational well-being, puts teachers
at risk for burnout, and can subvert the development of
positive teacher-student relationships (Hastings and Brown,
2002; Beltman et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2019; de Ruiter et al.,
2021). In contrast, adaptive coping (e.g., reflecting upon your
own emotions; keeping calm; problem solving) enhances
teachers’ resilience in dealing with conflict with students
and allows teachers to build positive relationships (Whitaker
et al., 2015; McGrath and Van Bergen, 2019; Zaretsky and
Katz, 2019; de Ruiter et al., 2021). We therefore argue that
adaptive coping with negative emotions and conflict is a core
aspect of teachers’ dyadic relationship-building competence.
When targeting pre-service teachers’ dyadic relationship-
building competence it might thus be especially valuable
to assess how teachers react to difficult interactions with
students [e.g., giving up or getting frustrated when dealing

with disruptive behavior (maladaptive) or searching for a new
solution (adaptive)].

The Present Study
Seeking a more profound understanding of teachers’ perceived
competence in dyadic relationship-building and to explore
differences between pre-service teachers in different phases
of their teacher education in this competence, we developed
a measure explicitly based on theories used in research on
dyadic teacher-student relationships (attachment theory, self-
determination theory, theory of interpersonal teacher behavior),
which addresses multiple aspects of competence (attitudes,
knowledge and self-efficacy) and includes both student-oriented
competencies (e.g., taking the students’ perspective) and teacher-
oriented competencies [e.g., (mal)adaptive coping].

In a sample of pre-service teachers in pre-primary and
primary education programs we first investigated construct
validity using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis.
Next, criterion validity was examined. We aimed to examine
whether perceived dyadic relationship-building competence
was positively associated with pre-service teachers’ general
teacher self-efficacy and feelings of competence, emotional
intelligence, affect-motivation, and well-being. First, with regard
to general teacher self-efficacy and competence, we expected
to find a relatively strong, positive association between dyadic
relationship-building competence and the more general, broader
concept of relational self-efficacy as these concepts are closely
related. Furthermore, we expected pre-service teachers who
feel competent as a teacher and student in general, to feel
more competent in dyadic relationship-building as well. We
thus expected a moderate to strong, positive association with
general teacher self-efficacy and a smaller, positive association
with academic self-concept. Second, as emotional intelligence
is a requirement for both student- and teacher-oriented
dyadic relationship-building competencies, we expected small
to moderate associations between dyadic relationship-building
competence and emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence
is considered to be a multidimensional construct, including
both appraisal and regulation of emotions, with both a focus
on one-self and on the other (Pekaar et al., 2018). We
more specifically expected to find associations between student-
oriented dyadic relationship-building competencies and other-
focused emotional appraisal and regulation as well as between
teacher-oriented dyadic relationship-building competencies and
self-focused emotional appraisal and regulation. Third, with
regard to affect-motivation we expected small to moderate
associations with job motivations (including motivations related
to a desire for contact with students and motivations related to a
desire to contribute to the future of students), and with student-
oriented beliefs (vs. subject matter-oriented beliefs). Finally, as
poor well-being and in particular depressive symptoms might
negatively influence competence perceptions (Gable and Shean,
2000), we included a measure of depression. We expected
small negative associations between dyadic relationship-building
competence and depression.

In addition, differences between pre-service teachers
in subsequent years of the teacher education program
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were explored. As teacher education programs have been
criticized for not sufficiently targeting relationship-building
competencies, we expected only small differences between
pre-service teachers in different cohorts. Relatedly, we explored
differences between the pre-primary and primary teacher
education programs. In line with the predominance of early
childhood, as compared to middle or late childhood, in research
on teacher-student relationships (Verschueren, 2015), pre-
service teachers in the pre-primary teacher education program
might feel more competent compared to teachers in the primary
education program.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample
A sample of 535 pre-service teachers (88.7% female) from
three university colleges participated in the study. Pre-service
teachers both from pre-primary (69.0%) and primary (30.8%)
programs, as well as from all three years of the programs (1st year
cohort: 46.4%; 2nd year cohort: 23.4%; 3rd year cohort: 30.1%)
participated. Mean age of pre-service teachers was 21.9 years
(SD = 4.4; range = 19 to 51). Sample characteristics for each
university college separately are summarized in Table 1.

Procedure and Recruitment
Recruitment of Teacher Training Programs
In Flanders, initial teacher education programs typically entail
3 years and consist of both theoretical courses and internships.
All 11 university colleges who offer pre-primary and/or primary
teacher training at a professional bachelor level in Flanders were
invited to participate. An e-mail was sent to department heads
of teacher education programs including a short summary of
the study and an invitation to ask any questions and to explore

TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics for each university college.

Sample
characteristic

College A College B College C Full sample

N 112 232 191 535

Age

Mean (SD) 21.80 (4.56) 22.41 (5.55) 21.40 (2.09) 21.93 (4.41)

Range 19–47 19–51 19–36 19–51

n % n % n % n %

Gender

Female 98 87.50 193 83.19 183 95.81 474 88.76

Male 13 11.61 37 15.95 7 3.67 57 10.65

Not indicated 1 0.89 2 0.86 1 0.01 4 0.75

Program

Pre-primary 68 60.71 111 47.85 191 100 369 68.97

Primary 44 39.29 121 52.16 0 0 165 30.84

Year

1st year 44 39.29 143 61.64 61 31.94 248 46.36

2nd year 42 37.50 22 9.48 61 31.94 125 23.36

3rd year 25 22.32 67 28.88 69 36.13 161 30.09

further collaboration. Three university colleges agreed, with
three pre-primary and two primary teacher education programs
participating in the study.

Recruitment of Pre-service Teachers
All pre-service teachers of the participating programs were
invited to complete the questionnaire, there were no exclusion
criteria. The online questionnaire was distributed during a(n
online) class of a compulsory course. Pre-service teachers first
received information about the study either in a short video
summary or live from the researcher and were then invited to
complete the questionnaire. Informed consent was obtained at
the start of the online survey. If pre-service teachers indicated
they did not wish to participate, the questionnaire was not shown.
Pre-service teachers were able to quit the questionnaire at any
time without consequences. Movie tickets were raffled among
participants as an incentive.

Procedure
Ethical approval was granted prior to the start of the research
by the authors’ research institute. First, a smaller group of
pre-service teachers (N = 156) was recruited to pilot the
questionnaire. The researcher was present during the pilot data
collection to answer questions and to record any feedback or
remarks from the participating pre-service teachers (e.g., the
phrasing of some questions was unclear; the questionnaire was
perceived as too long). Second, adaptions were made to the
questionnaire and additional pre-service teachers (N = 379) were
recruited for the main study. In total, 576 pre-service teachers
were invited to participate in the study. 41 questionnaires (7.12%)
were not started (i.e., no consent obtained) or showed indications
of inattentive response [e.g., non-random answer patterns such
as choosing the same option throughout the full questionnaire,
including reverse scored items, Meade and Craig (2012)]. These
questionnaires were excluded from the study, resulting in the
final sample of 535 pre-service teachers.

Questionnaire Development
Teachers’ perceived competence in dyadic relationship-building
was assessed for three aspects of competence (Baumert and
Kunter, 2013; Blömeke and Kaiser, 2017): affect-motivation
(attitudes or beliefs), knowledge and self-efficacy. The items were
constructed based on a literature review focused on the discussed
theories (attachment theory, self-determination theory and
theory of interpersonal teacher behavior) and on teacher-oriented
competencies required for building relationships (understanding
of emotions and coping). Further on, example items are provided
for each part of the questionnaire2. Content of the items and
format of the questionnaire were discussed with experts in the
field of teacher-student relationships as well as teacher educators
from our partner university colleges. Based on their feedback,
items were adapted to both reflect the current state of the art of
research on dyadic teacher-student relationships and to resonate
well with pre-service teachers. Finally, based on explorative factor

2The original items are in Dutch, available upon request. The items presented
in the methods and results section have not been translated to English using
backtranslation procedures.
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analyses in a pilot study (N = 156), 8 additional items were
added to the questionnaire in order to strengthen preliminary-
found subscales.

The first part of the questionnaire addressed pre-service
teachers’ affect-motivation, particularly their attitudes, beliefs and
motivation concerning teacher-student relationships, e.g., “A
personal relationship with the teacher is important, but it is not
crucial for the quality of education.” Twenty items were rated on
a five-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally
agree). We expected one affect-motivation scale to emerge.

The second part of the questionnaire addressed pre-service
teachers’ knowledge of the discussed theories (attachment
theory, self-determination theory, theory of interpersonal teacher
behavior, understanding of emotional experiences and coping)
and related constructs regarding dyadic relationship-building
in 18 items, e.g., an item addressing knowledge based on the
attachment framework “I understand how a teacher can provide
a secure base for a child” or an item addressing knowledge of
coping strategies “I understand which coping skills are efficient
when I feel stressed in the classroom.” Each item was constructed
in this way, starting with “I understand. . ..” The goal was not
to test whether pre-service teachers’ knowledge is correct, but
rather to assess the level of mastery pre-service teachers think
they have obtained. Pre-service teachers indicated to what extent
they are familiar with the constructs on a scale ranging from
1 [I don’t understand this (yet)] to 5 (I fully understand this,
and I am able to explain it to my peers). A priori, we expected
one set of items mainly targeting a theoretical understanding
of teacher-student relationships (e.g., how a relationship with a
student can be described in terms of control and affiliation) to
form one scale, while we expected a second set of items mainly
targeting a theoretical understanding of emotional experiences,
relational-emotional coping and self-care (e.g., which emotions
teachers often experience in interactions with students) to
form a second scale. Additionally, four non-relationship content
items, covering other domains of teaching, were added. These
items described contents taken from the so called ‘professional
profile and start competencies’ of teachers of the department of
education (Aelterman et al., 2008), which are presumed to be
amply included in and repeated throughout teacher training (e.g.,
powerful learning environment, difference between formative
and summative evaluation). These items were used as filler items
and therefore not included in our analyses.

The third part of the questionnaire addressed pre-service
teachers’ dyadic relationship-building self-efficacy. The structure

of this part was inspired by the Perceived Competence Scale
for Children (Harter, 1982). Thirty-two bipolar items gave two
descriptions of teachers, e.g., “Some teachers can get through
to every child in their classroom” and “Other teachers can get
through to some, but not to all children in their classroom” (see
Figure 1). Pre-service teachers were asked to indicate where they
position themselves between those two statements, indicating
to what extent either the right or left statement is true for
them (1 through 6, very typical of me, sort of typical of me,
not that typical of me, not that typical of me, sort of typical
for me, very typical of me). A priori, we expected one set of
items mainly targeting self-efficacy in building teacher-student
relationships (student-oriented competencies, e.g., being aware
of the interests, feelings, ideas, and goals of each student) to
form one scale, while we expected a second set of items mainly
targeting self-efficacy in relational-emotional coping and self-care
(teacher-oriented competencies, e.g., keeping your emotions in
check during conflicts with students) to form a second scale.

Instruments for Validation3

Teacher Self-Efficacy and Competence
First, the Teachers’ Relational Self-Efficacy Scale (TRSES;
Robinson, 2020) consists of eight items (e.g., “How confident
are you that you can build positive relationships with all
your students?”, ω = 0.86, α = 0.86) targeting teachers’ beliefs
about their “capability to successfully form, maintain and repair
relationships with students” (Robinson, 2020, p. 17). Items were
rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all
confident) to 5 (Extremely confident). First evidence was found for
the reliability and validity of the TRSES in a sample of middle and
high school teachers in dissertation research (Robinson, 2020).

Second, to capture pre-service teachers’ perceptions about
themselves as a teacher, we included the widely used Teacher
Self-Efficacy Scale (TSES; Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk
Hoy, 2001). The TSES comprises three subscales: efficacy in
instructional strategies (6 items, e.g., “To what extent can you
craft good questions for your students?”, ω = 0.87, α = 87),
classroom management (5 items, e.g., “How much can you do
to control disruptive behavior in the classroom?”, ω = 0.92,
α = 0.92) and student engagement (5 items, e.g., “How much can

3As recently has been argued to use Omega rather than Cronbach’s alpha to
evaluate scale reliability (e.g., Peters, 2014; Hayes and Coutts, 2020), yet Cronbach’s
alpha is still most often used, we included both indices in this manuscript.

FIGURE 1 | Example item of dyadic relationship-building self-efficacy.
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you do to foster student creativity?”, ω = 0.91, α = 0.90). Pre-
service teachers indicated their response on a nine-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (nothing) to 9 (a great deal). One student
engagement item, focused on pupils’ families, was removed as
this is less relevant for pre-service teachers. All subscales were
highly correlated with one another (rs from 0.66 to 0.74). Across
grades and countries, the TSES has shown satisfactory reliability
and construct validity, including in a Belgian sample of primary
school teachers (Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy, 2001;
Klassen et al., 2009; De Smul et al., 2018).

Third, to capture pre-service teachers’ perceptions about
themselves as a student, we adapted the academic self-concept
subscale of the Self-Concept Scale (Mertens, 1997) to apply to a
context of higher education (10 items, e.g., “I am a smart student,”
“I am happy with my study results,” ω = 0.88, α = 0.87). Pre-
service teachers indicated how they feel or think about themselves
on a four-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all applicable) to
4 (very applicable). Evidence for the reliability and convergent
validity of the academic subscale was found in a sample of 700
Belgian students (Mertens, 1997; Germeijs and De Boeck, 2002).

Emotional Intelligence
The Rotterdam Emotional Intelligence Scale (REIS; Pekaar et al.,
2018) consists of 28 items and measures four aspects of emotional
intelligence: self-focused emotion appraisal (7 items, e.g., “I
understand why I feel the way I feel,” ω = 0.88, α = 0.87), self-
focused emotion regulation (7 items, e.g., “I can suppress my
emotions easily,” ω = 0.81, α = 0.80), other-focused emotion
appraisal (7 items, e.g., “I know which feelings others experience,”
ω = 0.88, α = 0.88) and other-focused emotion regulation (7
items, e.g., “I know what to do to improve people’s mood,”
ω = 0.87, α = 0.87). Pre-service teachers indicated the extent
to which they agree with each item on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). All four
subscales were moderately, yet significantly, correlated with one
another (rs from 0.20 to 0.50). The REIS showed good reliability
as well as convergent and discriminant validity in diverse Dutch
samples, including pre-service teachers (Pekaar et al., 2018).

Teacher Affect-Motivation
We used the Teacher Beliefs Questionnaire developed by de Vries
et al. (2013) to distinguish between pre-service teachers’ subject-
matter orientated beliefs (7 items, e.g., “In my teaching, it is
important that I pass on my subject matter to the students,”
ω = 0.84, α = 0.84) and student orientated beliefs (5 items,
e.g., “In my teaching, it is important to relate to the students’
own knowledge and experiences,” ω = 0.81, α = 0.81). Both
subscales were positively correlated (r = 0.59). The Teacher
Beliefs Questionnaire showed high reliability in a Dutch sample
of secondary school teachers (de Vries et al., 2013).

A second questionnaire targeted the career motivations of
pre-service teachers, why they want to become a teacher and
chose teacher training (De Cooman et al., 2007). Pre-service
teachers indicated to what extent they agree that a certain motive
convinced them to start their study to become a teacher on a
five-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally
agree). The expected subscales social role (4 items), transfer of

knowledge (4 items), student contact (4 items) and variety and
challenge (3 items) were not reliable (α’s ≤ 0.66) in our pilot
study. Instead, based on exploratory factor analysis we created
two scales. To shorten the questionnaire following the pilot study,
only these two scales were included in the main study as well:
student contact (5 items, e.g., “I am motivated to be a teacher
because of the contacts with students,” ω = 0.80, α = 0.80) and
social role of the teacher (4 items, e.g., “I am motivated to be
a teacher because I want to participate in the future of young
people,” ω = 0.71, α = 0.71). Both subscales were highly correlated
(r = 0.67).

Well-Being
Pre-service teachers completed the short version (10 items,
ω = 0.88, α = 0.87) of the Center for Epidemiological Studies
Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). To shorten the
questionnaire in order to reduce the workload for participants,
a planned missingness, within-block design was administered in
the main study (Rhemtulla and Hancock, 2016). Three items
were completed by all participants. The remaining items were
attributed to either form A, B, C, or D based on the pilot
study data. Items that correlated strongly in the pilot study
were attributed to different forms, whereas items that correlated
less strongly were attributed to the same form (Rhemtulla
and Hancock, 2016). Participants were randomly assigned to
complete two of these forms.

RESULTS

Factorial Validity
Exploratory Factor Analysis
In accordance with guidelines on scale development (Flora and
Flake, 2017), we first performed exploratory factor analysis (EFA)
before proceeding to confirmatory analysis (CFA). A random
subsample (N = 156) was drawn from the main study sample
(excluding the pilot study sample) for EFA. To account for the
use of ordinal values and an asymmetrical distribution, EFA
was based on the polychoric correlation matrix (Watkins, 2018).
The number of factors was chosen based on parallel analysis,
interpretation of the scree plot, and eigen values of the factors
(Costello and Osborne, 2005; Montoya and Edwards, 2020).
Items were retained if the factor loading was larger than |0.40|
and no cross loadings greater than |0.32| were observed (Costello
and Osborne, 2005; Watkins, 2018). The three questionnaire
parts were analyzed separately. Factor loadings are reported in
Tables 2–4. First, for affect-motivation a one-factor solution was
found. This factor was comprised of 11 items and explained
21% of the variance with factor loadings ranging from |0.41| to
|0.78|. Second, for knowledge two factors were retained. Factor
1 included 10 items and explained 29% of the variance with
factor loadings from 0.56 to 0.86. Factor 2 included 5 items and
explained 18% of the variance with factor loadings from 0.45 to
1.08. Finally, for self-efficacy a three-factor solution was chosen.
Factor 1 included 11 items and explained 12% of the variance with
factor loadings from 0.41 to 0.59. Factor 2 included 8 items and
explained 12% of the variance with factor loadings from 0.49 to
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TABLE 2 | Results of exploratory factor analysis for affect-motivation:
factor loadings.

Item Loadings

Item 4: Personal relationships with students offer me personal
satisfaction

0.78

Item 15: As a teacher, I strive to have a personal relationship with
each student in the class

0.74

Item 7: I regret when a relationship with a student is rather impersonal 0.63

Item 2: Each student deserves a personal relationship with their
teacher

0.60

Item 10: Personal relationships with students are my number one
priority

0.58

Item 14: I want to be a teacher who understands every student in
their class through and through

0.49

Item 12: I am motivated to understand how personal relationships
with students can touch me personally

0.47

Item 9: Relationships with students can teach me something about
who I am

0.46

Item 3: A personal relationship with a student is important, but not
crucial for the quality of education

−0.55

Item 5: Teachers cannot do much when they experience problems in
personal relationships with students

−0.43

Item 18: Teachers have a rather small impact on a personal
relationship with a student

−0.41

Item 16: Personal relationships with students make it easier to
maintain order in the classroom

0.32

Item 11: It is important to question my own behavior in a conflict with
a student

0.29

Item 8: It is impossible to build a personal relationship with each
student

−0.38

Item 6: Other things in education are more important than building a
personal relationship with each student

−0.36

Item 1: Teacher stress is caused by difficult student behavior −0.16

Item 19: Difficult student behavior hinders a personal relationship −0.16

Item 13: It is inevitable that you sometimes have a poor relationship
with a student

−0.10

Item 17: The personal relationship with a student is strongly impacted
by the student’s personality

−0.08

Item 20: The personal relationship with a student is strongly impacted
by the student’s family background

−0.04

Factor loadings above 0.40 are in bold.

0.75. Factor 3 included 6 items and explained 11% of the variance
with factor loadings from 0.52 to 0.74.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Scale Reliability
The exploratory factor solution was confirmed in the remaining
sample (N = 379, combining pilot and main study sample)
and compared to the a priori solution based on item content
(for knowledge and self-efficacy)4. Factor loadings and a short
description of the items are presented in Tables 5–8. Due to the
ordinal nature of our data, models were fitted using diagonally
weighted least squares (DWLS) estimation. It should be noted
that using DWLS estimation tends to result in more extreme fit
measures compared to other estimators (Xia and Yang, 2019) and
conventional cut-off criteria (Hu and Bentler, 1999) should be

4Confirmatory factor analyses using only the remaining main study sample yielded
similar results, with fit indices differing at most 0.01.

TABLE 3 | Results of exploratory factor analysis for knowledge: factor loadings.

Item Factor 1 Factor 2

Item 4: Why a warm, personal relationship is important for
exploration and motivation of students

0.86 −0.26

Item 17: How behavioral problems can be an expression of
emotional insecurity

0.79 −0.10

Item 9: Function of the teacher as a secure base 0.78 −0.13

Item 12: How a relationship can be strengthened through
supporting the students’ need for competence, belonging,
and autonomy

0.74 −0.11

Item 2: Emotional security 0.70 −0.08

Item 15: How friendly teacher behavior elicits friendly
student behavior

0.66 0.18

Item 16: How authoritarian teacher behavior elicits defiant
student behavior

0.62 0.13

Item 20: Why a warm, personal relationship is important for
students’ academic achievement

0.59 0.14

Item 6: Resilience 0.56 0.13

Item 10: How a personal relationship with a student
influences me as a teacher

0.56 0.22

Item 22: How I can effectively cope with emotions and
stress I experience in the classroom

−0.31 1.08

Item 13: Which coping skills are efficient when I feel
stressed

−0.29 0.92

Item 14: How a relationship with a student can be
described in terms of control and affiliation

0.12 0.62

Item 8: Emotional labor 0.03 0.53

Item 18: Which emotions teachers often experience in
interactions with students

0.31 0.45

Item 21: How ideas or thoughts about an individual student
can influence my pedagogical behavior

0.38 0.25

Item 11: What a relationship characterized by closeness,
conflict or dependency looks like

0.21 0.33

Item 19: Why coping with their own negative emotions
requires energy from teachers

0.27 0.33

Factor loadings above 0.40 are in bold.
All knowledge items start with “I understand. . .”.

applied with caution. Reliability analysis was performed on the
complete data set (N = 535) to examine the internal consistency
of the six factors5. Descriptive statistics for each scale and
correlations between scales are summarized in Table 9.

First, the exploratory one-factor model for affect-motivation
as presented in Table 5 (χ2 = 36.87, df = 44, CFI = 1.00,
TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00 (90% CI [0.00, 0.03]), SRMR = 0.05)
showed acceptable fit. The corresponding scale attitude toward
teacher-student relationships (11 items, ω = 0.82, α = 0.81,
e.g., “Each student deserves a personal relationship with
the teacher”) represented a positive attitude toward teacher-
student relationships and motivation to invest in building
these relationships.

Second, the exploratory two-factor model for knowledge as
presented in Table 6 showed acceptable fit (χ2 = 118.51, df = 89,
CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.03 (90% CI [0.01, 0.04]),
SRMR = 0.06). However, interpretation of these factors was

5Reliability analysis using only the main study sample yielded similar results, with
both α and ω ranging from 0.82 to 0.85.
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TABLE 4 | Results of exploratory factor analysis for self-efficacy: factor loadings.

Item Factor loadings

1 2 3

Item 2: Can get through to each student 0.58 −0.12 0.04

Item 13: Succeed in building a warm, personal relationship with each student 0.57 0.09 −0.02

Item 19: Know how to talk with each student about feelings and thoughts 0.56 −0.01 0.28

Item 15: Can take the perspective of each student 0.55 0.13 0.00

Item 14: Are aware of the interests, values, feelings, ideas, and goals of each student 0.53 0.13 0.16

Item 3: Can talk with each student about feelings and experiences 0.49 −0.03 −0.14

Item 1: Know for each student what they need when they are sad 0.45 −0.02 0.13

Item 5: Obtain a feeling of self-confidence in relation with each student 0.45 0.14 −0.19

Item 11: Know how to offer emotional security to each student 0.45 0.16 −0.11

Item 7: Know for each student how to calm them when they are angry or upset 0.59 −0.16 0.15

Item 9: Can get each student to try new things 0.41 0.22 0.05

Item 31: Frequently reflect on the positive and negative emotions they experience in conflicts with individual students −0.01 0.75 0.07

Item 32: Frequently reflect on the positive and negative emotions they experience in interactions with disruptive students 0.00 0.70 0.09

Item 21: Frequently reflect on the positive and negative emotions they experience in daily interactions with individual students 0.16 0.62 0.01

Item 23: Frequently reflect on thoughts and ideas about individual students and how these impact their behavior 0.04 0.57 −0.01

Item 10: Can react sincerely to each student −0.10 0.54 −0.06

Item 25: Easily have confidential talks with each student 0.22 0.52 0.06

Item 22: Can understand the perspective of each student, even when the student is behaving inappropriately or disruptively 0.20 0.50 −0.02

Item 8: Can almost always react positively to each student 0.07 0.49 −0.09

Item 28: Get exhausted by conflicts with students −0.12 0.13 0.74

Item 30: Are at risk of losing self-control when a certain student disrupts the class 0.09 −0.15 0.74

Item 26: Have a hard time keeping emotions in check during conflicts with certain students 0.17 −0.13 0.66

Item 27: Give up after several efforts and stop searching for further strategies to handle disruptive behavior 0.23 −0.30 0.63

Item 6: Get exhausted by disruptive student behavior or behavior they cannot control −0.19 0.30 0.57

Item 20: Feel attacked or insulted by inappropriate or offensive student behavior 0.15 0.15 0.52

Item 29: Get discouraged by disruptive behavior that is out of their control −0.39 0.40 0.65

Item 18: Wait until the student reaches out to them following a conflict 0.35 −0.22 0.42

Item 12: Recognize for each student timely when they don’t feel well in the classroom 0.35 0.09 0.00

Item 4: Obtain a feeling of self-efficacy in relation with each student 0.32 0.12 −0.16

Item 24: Know how to restore the trust for some, but not all children −0.02 0.31 0.19

Item 17: Can stay calm when any student challenges them 0.29 0.10 −0.24

Item 16: Can stay calm when any student upsets them 0.21 0.22 −0.22

Factor loadings above 0.40 are in bold.
All self-efficacy items start with “Some teachers. . .”. Only one pole of the two-pole item is reported. If applicable, items were reverse scored so that a high score reflects
high competence.

not clear. For instance, item 6 (“I understand the concept
resilience”) which targeted a teacher-oriented competence loaded
together with several student-oriented competencies (e.g., “I
understand the function of the teacher as a secure base”).
Likewise, item 14 (“I understand how a relationship with a
student can be described in terms of control and affiliation”)
which targeted a student-oriented competence loaded together
with items targeting several teacher-oriented competencies (e.g.,
“I understand which coping skills are efficient when I feel
stressed”). Moreover, 3 items were not retained based upon
EFA, while we felt these items represented important theoretical
concepts. Item 21 (“I understand how ideas or thoughts about
an individual student can influence my pedagogical behavior”)
represented the concept of mental representations guiding
everyday interactions and decisions, a central concept within the
extended attachment perspective. Item 19 (“I understand why

coping with negative emotions requires energy from teachers”)
related both to the concept of emotional labor and resilience.
Finally, item 11 (“I understand what a relationship characterized
by closeness, conflict or dependency looks like”) represented a
widely used and well-validated conceptualization of the teacher-
student relationship. To explore whether the data would support
the inclusion of these three items as hypothesized, we continued
with an examination of the a priori two-factor model, based
on item content (Table 7). This model showed a less ideal
but still acceptable fit (χ2 = 275.27, df = 134, CFI = 0.98,
TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.05 (90% CI [0.04, 0.06]), SRMR = 0.07).
As interpretation of the factors is also an important criterium to
consider (Costello and Osborne, 2005), the a priori solution as
presented in Table 7 was chosen. The two resulting knowledge
scales reflected on the one hand knowledge of teacher-student
relationships (10 items, ω = 0.86, α = 0.86, e.g., “I understand
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TABLE 5 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis for affect-motivation.

Est. Std.
error

Std.
est.

Attitude toward teacher-student relationships

Item 15: As a teacher, I strive to have a personal
relationship with each student in the class

0.50 0.03 0.70

Item 4: Personal relationships with students offer me
personal satisfaction

0.42 0.03 0.66

Item 7: I regret when a relationship with a student is
rather impersonal

0.45 0.03 0.60

Item 10: Personal relationships with students are my
number one priority

0.47 0.03 0.59

Item 2: Each student deserves a personal relationship
with their teacher

0.43 0.03 0.59

Item 14: I want to be a teacher who understands every
student in their class through and through

0.32 0.03 0.49

Item 9: Relationships with students can teach me
something about who I am

0.28 0.03 0.44

Item 12: I am motivated to understand how personal
relationships with students can touch me personally

0.24 0.02 0.43

Item 3: A personal relationship with a student is
important, but not crucial for the quality of education

−0.48 0.04 −0.53

Item 18: Teachers have a rather small impact on a
personal relationship with a student

−0.32 0.03 −0.48

Item 5: Teachers cannot do much when they
experience problems in personal relationships with
students

−0.32 0.03 −0.44

p < 0.001 for all factor loadings.

how a teacher can function as a secure base”), and on the other
hand knowledge of coping (8 items, ω = 0.82, α = 0.82, e.g., “I
understand how I can cope with the daily emotions and stress I
experience in the classroom”).

Third, the exploratory three-factor model for self-efficacy
as presented in Table 8 showed acceptable fit (χ2 = 318.66,
df = 272, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.03 (90% CI
[0.01, 0.04]), SRMR = 0.08). The three-factor model fit the data
substantially better compared to the a priori two-factor model
based on item content (χ2 = 1919.46, df = 463, CFI = 0.69,
TLI = 0.67, RMSEA = 0.13 (90% CI [0.12, 0.13]), SRMR = 0.14).
Therefore, the three-factor solution was chosen. The three
corresponding self-efficacy scales represented building closeness
(11 items, ω = 0.83, α = 0.83, e.g., knowing what a child needs
when it is sad); coping with conflict (6 items, ω = 0.82, α = 0.82,
e.g., keeping your cool when a child disturbs the lesson); and
reflective functioning (8 items, ω = 0.81, α = 0.81, e.g., reflecting
upon your emotions toward a specific child). All subscales were
positively correlated with all other scales, with the exception
of coping with conflict, which was not correlated with building
closeness nor with reflective functioning (Table 9).

Criterion Validity
First, as Table 10 displays, all COMMIT subscales were positively
and significantly correlated with relational self-efficacy (rs from
0.26 to 0.45, p < 0.001) as well as with general teacher self-efficacy
(rs from 0.16 to 0.44, p < 0.001). All COMMIT subscales except
coping with conflict were positively correlated with academic self-
concept (rs from 0.11 to 0.20, p < 0.05).

TABLE 6 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis for knowledge: EFA solution.

Est. Std.
error

Std.
est.

Knowledge EFA factor 1

Item 17: How behavioral problems can be an
expression of emotional insecurity

0.60 0.03 0.67

Item 20: Why a warm, personal relationship is important
for students’ academic achievement

0.50 0.02 0.67

Item 9: Function of the teacher as a secure base 0.63 0.03 0.66

Item 10: How a personal relationship with a student
influences me as a teacher

0.52 0.02 0.66

Item 16: How authoritarian teacher behavior elicits
defiant student behavior

0.63 0.03 0.63

Item 12: How a relationship can be strengthened
through supporting the students’ need for competence,
belonging, and autonomy

0.64 0.03 0.62

Item 15: How friendly teacher behavior elicits friendly
student behavior

0.48 0.02 0.62

Item 4: Why a warm, personal relationship is important
for exploration and motivation of students

0.51 0.02 0.58

Item 6: Resilience 0.63 0.03 0.56

Item 2: Emotional security 0.50 0.03 0.53

Knowledge EFA factor 2

Item 14: How a relationship with a student can be
described in terms of control and affiliation

0.88 0.03 0.77

Item 18: Which emotions teachers often experience in
interactions with students

0.71 0.03 0.76

Item 13: Which coping skills are efficient when I feel
stressed

0.84 0.03 0.66

Item 22: How I can effectively cope with emotions and
stress I experience in the classroom

0.71 0.03 0.64

Item 8: Emotional labor 0.68 0.03 0.58

p < 0.001 for all factor loadings.
All knowledge items start with “I understand. . .”.

Second, all COMMIT subscales were positively and
significantly correlated with emotional intelligence. Correlations
with other-focused emotional intelligence were stronger than
correlations with self-focused emotional intelligence (rs from
0.23 to 0.37, p < 0.001 compared to rs from 0.05 to 0.24, not
all significant) for all subscales except for coping with conflict
which was equally strongly correlated with other-focused and
self-focused emotional intelligence (rs 0.13 and 0.29, p < 0.01
compared to rs 0.21, p < 0.001).

Third, all COMMIT subscales were positively and significantly
correlated with student-oriented and subject matter-oriented
teacher beliefs (rs from 0.10 to 0.31, p < 0.05), and student contact
and social role job motivations (rs 0.16 to 0.30, p < 0.01).

Finally, the COMMIT subscales knowledge of coping, building
closeness, coping with conflict and reflective functioning were
negatively correlated with depression (rs from −0.11 to −0.15,
p < 0.05).

Perceived Dyadic Relationship-Building
Competence of Pre-service Teachers
Descriptive statistics for each scale are summarized in Table 9.
To aid in interpretation, distribution plots for the overall sample
are presented in the Supplementary Material. For all subscales
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TABLE 7 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis for knowledge: final solution.

Est. Std.
error

Std.
est.

Knowledge a priori: Knowledge of
teacher-student relationships

Item 14: How a relationship with a student can be
described in terms of control and affiliation

0.80 0.03 0.70

Item 11: What a relationship characterized by
closeness, conflict or dependency looks like

0.73 0.03 0.66

Item 17: How behavioral problems can be an
expression of emotional insecurity

0.58 0.02 0.65

Item 20: Why a warm, personal relationship is important
for students’ academic achievement

0.48 0.02 0.64

Item 9: Function of the teacher as a secure base 0.60 0.02 0.62

Item 12: How a relationship can be strengthened
through supporting the students’ need for competence,
belonging, and autonomy

0.64 0.02 0.62

Item 16: How authoritarian teacher behavior elicits
defiant student behavior

0.60 0.02 0.61

Item 15: How friendly teacher behavior elicits friendly
student behavior

0.45 0.02 0.58

Item 4: Why a warm, personal relationship is important
for exploration and motivation of students

0.48 0.02 0.55

Item 2: Emotional security 0.48 0.02 0.51

Knowledge a priori: Knowledge of coping

Item 18: Which emotions teachers often experience in
interactions with students

0.66 0.02 0.71

Item 10: How a personal relationship with a student
influences me as a teacher

0.51 0.02 0.64

Item 21: How ideas about an individual students can
influence my pedagogical behavior

0.59 0.02 0.63

Item 13: Which coping skills are efficient when I feel
stressed

0.73 0.03 0.57

Item 19: Why coping with negative emotions in the
classroom asks for the teacher’s energy

0.56 0.02 0.57

Item 22: How I can effectively cope with emotions and
stress I experience in the classroom

0.63 0.03 0.57

Item 6: Resilience 0.63 0.03 0.56

Item 8: Emotional labor 0.62 0.03 0.54

p < 0.001 for all factor loadings.
All knowledge items start with “I understand. . .”.

either the distribution was skewed to the left or the center of
the distribution was located to the right side of the scale. This
indicated that the majority of pre-service teachers had a positive
attitude toward teacher-student relationships, felt knowledgeable
about teacher-student relationships and coping, and felt rather
self-efficacious with regard to building closeness, coping with
conflict and reflective functioning. However, an important group
felt less competent or even incompetent with regard to knowledge
of coping, building closeness and coping with conflict.

Mean Differences Between Pre-primary and Primary
Education Programs
Independent samples t-tests revealed no mean differences
between pre-service teachers in the pre-primary program and
pre-service teachers in the primary program in the full sample
(0.18 ≤ p ≤ 0.97, see Table 11). When analyzing each cohort
separately, we found two mean differences. In the first year

TABLE 8 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis for self-efficacy.

Est. Std.
error

Std.
est.

Building closeness

Item 19: Know how to talk with each student about
feelings and thoughts

1.13 0.05 0.76

Item 15: Can take the perspective of each student 1.00 0.06 0.66

Item 13: Succeed in building a warm, personal
relationship with each student

0.99 0.06 0.64

Item 2: Can get through to each student 0.92 0.05 0.62

Item 14: Are aware of the interests, values, feelings,
ideas, and goals of each student

0.94 0.05 0.61

Item 11: Know how to offer emotional security to each
student

0.86 0.05 0.61

Item 7: Know for each student how to calm them when
they are angry or upset

0.83 0.05 0.58

Item 1: Know for each student what they need when
they are sad

0.90 0.05 0.56

Item 3: Can talk with each student about feelings and
experiences

0.85 0.06 0.53

Item 9: Can get each student to try new things 0.71 0.05 0.51

Item 5: Obtain a feeling of self-confidence in relation
with each student

0.56 0.05 0.41

Coping with conflict

Item 26: Have a hard time keeping emotions in check
during conflicts with certain students

1.16 0.07 0.78

Item 27: Give up after several efforts and stop searching
for further strategies to handle disruptive behavior

1.11 0.07 0.77

Item 28: Get exhausted by conflicts with students 1.07 0.07 0.75

Item 30: Are at risk of losing self-control when a certain
student disrupts the class

1.01 0.06 0.73

Item 20: Feel attacked or insulted by inappropriate or
offensive student behavior

0.82 0.06 0.61

Item 6: Get exhausted by disruptive student behavior or
behavior they cannot control

0.81 0.07 0.53

Reflective functioning

Item 22: Can understand the perspective of each
student, even when the student is behaving
inappropriately or disruptively

0.90 0.06 0.72

Item 32: Frequently reflect on the positive and negative
emotions they experience in interactions with disruptive
students

0.73 0.05 0.67

Item 23: Frequently reflect on thoughts and ideas about
individual students and how these impact their behavior

0.74 0.05 0.63

Item 25: Easily have confidential talks with each student 0.80 0.05 0.63

Item 31: Frequently reflect on the positive and negative
emotions they experience in conflicts with individual
students

0.61 0.05 0.58

Item 10: Can react sincerely to each student 0.69 0.05 0.57

Item 21: Frequently reflect on the positive and negative
emotions they experience in daily interactions with
individual students

0.58 0.05 0.50

Item 8: Can almost always react positively to each
student

0.56 0.05 0.46

p < 0.001 for all factor loadings.
For self-efficacy items only one pole of the two-pole item is reported. All self-efficacy
items start with “Some teachers. . .”. The coping with conflict items are reverse
scored, so that a high score on the scale reflects high competence.

cohort, pre-service teachers in the primary program (M = 4.00)
felt more self-efficacious with regard to building closeness
compared to pre-service teachers in the pre-primary program
[M = 3.73, t(227) = −2.22, p = 0.03, d = −0.31]. In the third
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TABLE 9 | Descriptive statistics and correlations between COMMIT subscales.

Variable M (SD) Range Skewness (SD) Kurtosis (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

1. Attitude toward teacher-student relationships 3.92 (0.43) 2.44–5.00 −0.13 (0.11) 0.02 (0.21) −

2. Knowledge of teacher-student relationships 3.81 (0.63) 1.40–5.00 −0.40 (0.11) −0.03 (0.21) 0.39*** −

3. Knowledge of coping 3.45 (0.70) 1.50–5.00 −0.20 (0.11) −0.31 (0.21) 0.30*** 0.82*** −

4. Building closeness 3.91 (0.90) 1.64–6.00 −0.05 (0.11) −0.53 (0.22) 0.26*** 0.33*** 0.38*** −

5. Coping with conflict 3.86 (1.02) 1.00–6.00 −0.27 (0.11) −0.52 (0.22) 0.13** 0.19*** 0.10* −0.08 −

6. Reflective functioning 4.54 (0.76) 1.63–6.00 −0.88 (0.11) 1.01 (0.22) 0.32*** 0.36*** 0.28*** 0.51*** 0.08 −

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 10 | Correlations between COMMIT subscales and related measures.

Variable M (SD) Attitude toward
teacher-student

relationships

Knowledge of
teacher-student

relationships

Knowledge of
coping

Building
closeness

Coping with
conflict

Reflective
functioning

Teacher self-efficacy and
competence

Relational self-efficacy 3.89 (0.47) 0.38*** 0.42*** 0.37*** 0.39*** 0.26*** 0.45***

Instructional strategies 6.53 (0.97) 0.20*** 0.44*** 0.43*** 0.35*** 0.23*** 0.30***

Classroom management 6.57 (1.12) 0.16*** 0.36*** 0.40*** 0.34*** 0.25*** 0.26***

Student engagement 6.91 (1.04) 0.26*** 0.43*** 0.40*** 0.38*** 0.20*** 0.36***

Academic self-concept 2.40 (0.30) 0.12* 0.20*** 0.13** 0.14** 0.04 0.15**

Emotional intelligence

Self-focused emotion appraisal 3.62 (0.67) 0.10* 0.23*** 0.24*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.23***

Other-focused emotion appraisal 3.91 (0.54) 0.33*** 0.37*** 0.30*** 0.29*** 0.19*** 0.30***

Self-focused emotion regulation 3.50 (0.67) 0.05 0.19*** 0.19*** 0.16*** 0.21*** 0.10*

Other-focused emotion regulation 3.63 (0.54) 0.29*** 0.32*** 0.30*** 0.23*** 0.13** 0.29***

Teacher affect-motivation

Subject-matter orientation 3.26 (0.49) 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.25*** 0.21*** 0.10* 0.22***

Student orientation 3.53 (0.44) 0.31*** 0.26*** 0.20*** 0.12* 0.17*** 0.29***

Student contact motivation 4.31 (0.59) 0.30*** 0.28*** 0.25*** 0.20*** 0.17*** 0.26***

Social role motivation 4.27 (0.64) 0.19*** 0.26*** 0.30*** 0.20*** 0.16*** 0.16**

Well-being

Depression 2.21 (0.58) 0.06 −0.08 −0.11* −0.13** −0.11* −0.15***

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

year cohort, pre-service teachers in the pre-primary program
(M = 4.33) felt more self-efficacious with regard to building
closeness compared to pre-service teachers in the primary
program [M = 3.78 t(152) = 3.72, p < 0.001, d = 0.61]. No
other within-cohort differences between pre-service teachers in
the pre-primary program and pre-service teachers in the primary
program were found (0.07 ≤ p ≤ 0.92, see Table 11).

Differences Between Pre-service Teachers
Throughout Teacher Training
We explored cohort differences between pre-service teachers in
the first, second and third year of their teacher training (1) in
the full sample and (2) for pre-primary and primary teachers
separately. Descriptive statistics are summarized in Table 12.
Results of ANOVA and post hoc tests for the pre-primary and
primary program are reported in Tables 13, 14.

First, with regard to attitude toward teacher-student
relationships we found statistically significant differences in
the total sample [F(2,528) = 12.00, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.04].
Post hoc test revealed that pre-service teachers in the third

year showed a more positive attitude (M = 4.05) compared to
pre-service teachers in the first (M = 3.84, p < 0.001, d = 0.48)
and second year (M = 3.93, p = 0.05, d = 0.28). There was no
significant difference between pre-service teachers in the first
and second year (p = 0.12). When analyzing pre-primary and
primary programs separately, we found a significant difference
for pre-primary teachers only (see Tables 13, 14). Pre-service
teachers in the third year of the pre-primary program showed a
more positive attitude (M = 4.10) compared to teachers in the
first (M = 3.83, p < 0.001, d = 0.61) and second year (M = 3.93,
p = 0.02, d = 0.41). There was no statistically significant
difference between pre-service teachers in the first and second
year (p = 0.13) of the pre-primary program.

Second, with regard to knowledge of teacher-student
relationships we found significant differences in the total
sample [F(2,517) = 22.44, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.08]. Post hoc test
revealed that pre-service teachers in the third year reported more
knowledge of teacher-student relationships (M = 4.08) compared
to pre-service teachers in the first (M = 3.66, p < 0.001, d = 0.69)
and second year (M = 3.77, p < 0.001, d = 0.54). There was no
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TABLE 11 | Comparison of pre-service teachers in the pre-primary or in the primary program: independent samples t-tests.

Mean (SD) Pre-primary Mean (SD) Primary t df p Cohens’ d

Full sample

Attitude toward TSRS 3.93 (0.44) 3.91 (0.41) 0.40 528 0.69 0.04

Knowledge of TSRS 3.81 (0.65) 3.81 (0.61) 0.02 517 0.99 0.00

Knowledge of coping 3.44 (0.70) 3.48 (0.69) −0.70 517 0.49 −0.07

Building closeness 3.92 (0.92) 3.90 (0.86) 0.27 496 0.79 0.03

Coping with conflict 3.82 (1.04) 3.95 (0.98) −1.29 495 0.20 −0.12

Reflective functioning 4.51 (0.78) 4.61 (0.70) −1.35 495 0.18 −0.13

First year pre-service teachers

Attitude toward TSRS 3.83 (0.44) 3.86 (0.40) −0.50 244 0.62 −0.07

Knowledge of TSRS 3.66 (0.65) 3.67 (0.63) −0.19 240 0.85 −0.03

Knowledge of coping 3.24 (0.72) 3.36 (0.69) −1.24 240 0.22 −0.17

Building closeness 3.73 (0.85) 4.00 (0.90) −2.22 227 0.03* −0.31

Coping with conflict 3.93 (1.01) 3.89 (1.00) 0.31 226 0.76 0.04

Reflective functioning 4.42 (0.78) 4.62 (0.74) −1.91 226 0.06 −0.27

Second year pre-service teachers

Attitude toward TSRS 3.93 (0.38) 3.92 (0.39) 0.11 123 0.92 0.03

Knowledge of TSRS 3.77 (0.61) 3.72 (0.79) 0.30 120 0.77 0.08

Knowledge of coping 3.40 (0.60) 3.24 (0.93) 0.99 120 0.33a 0.26

Building closeness 3.85 (0.89) 3.88 (0.85) −0.13 113 0.90 −0.03

Coping with conflict 3.72 (1.00) 4.01 (1.06) −1.10 113 0.27 −0.29

Reflective functioning 4.47 (0.76) 4.59 (0.46) −0.64 113 0.53 −0.17

Third year pre-service teachers

Attitude toward TSRS 4.10 (0.44) 3.97 (0.43) 1.82 157 0.07 0.29

Knowledge of TSRS 4.14 (0.57) 3.99 (0.48) 1.70 153 0.09 0.28

Knowledge of coping 3.85 (0.58) 3.70 (0.57) 1.61 153 0.11 0.26

Building closeness 4.33 (0.97) 3.78 (0.80) 3.72 152 <0.001*** 0.61

Coping with conflict 3.74 (1.12) 4.00 (0.95) −1.51 152 0.13 −0.25

Reflective functioning 4.71 (0.78) 4.59 (0.70) 0.99 152 0.32 0.16

Student’s t-test.
*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
aLevene’s test is significant (p < 0.05), suggesting a violation of the equal variance assumption.

statistically significant difference between pre-service teachers in
the first and second year (p = 0.27). This difference was found for
both pre-primary and primary programs.

Third, with regard to knowledge of coping we found significant
differences in the total sample [F(2,517) = 22.44, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.10]. Post hoc test revealed that pre-service teachers in
the third year reported more knowledge of coping (M = 3.78)
compared to pre-service teachers in the first (M = 3.27,
p < 0.001, d = 0.76) and second year (M = 3.38, p < 0.001,
d = 0.65). There was no statistically significant difference
between pre-service teachers in the first and second year
(p = 0.32). We found this difference for both pre-primary and
primary programs.

Fourth, with regard to self-efficacy in building closeness we
found significant differences in the total sample [F(2,496) = 4.96,
p = 0.007, η2 = 0.02]. Post hoc test revealed that pre-service
teachers in the third year felt more efficient in building closeness
(M = 4.10) compared to pre-service teachers in the first year
(M = 3.85, p = 0.007, d = 0.31). There were no statistically
significant differences between pre-service teachers in the first
and second year (p = 0.94), and the second and third year

(p = 0.06). Notably, when analyzing data for each program
separately, we found differences in self-efficacy in building
closeness for the pre-primary program only (see Table 13). Pre-
service teachers in the third year of the pre-primary program
felt more competent in building closeness (M = 4.33) compared
to teachers in the first (M = 3.73, p < 0.001, d = 0.67)
and second year (M = 3.85, p < 0.001, d = 0.52). There
was no statistically significant difference between pre-service
teachers in the first and second year (p = 0.56) of the pre-
primary program.

Finally, in the total sample we found no differences with regard
to self-efficacy in coping with conflict [F(2,496) = 0.81, p = 0.44]
and self-efficacy in reflective functioning [F(2,495) = 2.86,
p = 0.06]. We did find small differences in self-efficacy in reflective
functioning for the pre-primary program when analyzing this
data separately (see Table 13). Pre-service teachers in the third
year of the pre-primary program (M = 4.75) felt more competent
compared to teachers in the first year (M = 4.42, p = 0.01,
d = 0.37). There were no significant differences between teachers
in the first and second year (p = 0.87), and teachers in the second
and third year (p = 0.09).
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TABLE 12 | Descriptive statistics for each year of teacher training.

Mean (SD)

Year of
program

Overall
sample

Pre-primary Primary

Attitude toward TSRS 1 3.84 (0.43) 3.83 (0.44) 3.86 (0.40)

2 3.93 (0.38) 3.93 (0.38) 3.92 (0.39)

3 4.05 (0.44) 4.10 (0.44) 3.97 (0.43)

Knowledge of TSRS 1 3.66 (0.64) 3.66 (0.65) 3.67 (0.63)

2 3.77 (0.63) 3.77 (0.61) 3.72 (0.79)

3 4.08 (0.53) 4.14 (0.57) 3.99 (0.48)

Knowledge of coping 1 3.28 (0.71) 3.24 (0.72) 3.36 (0.69)

2 3.38 (0.66) 3.40 (0.60) 3.24 (0.93)

3 3.78 (0.58) 3.85 (0.58) 3.70 (0.57)

Building closeness 1 3.82 (0.87) 3.73 (0.85) 4.00 (0.90)

2 3.85 (0.88) 3.85 (0.89) 3.88 (0.85)

3 4.10 (0.94) 4.33 (0.97) 3.78 (0.80)

Coping with conflict 1 3.92 (1.00) 3.93 (1.01) 3.89 (1.00)

2 3.77 (1.01) 3.72 (1.00) 4.01 (1.06)

3 3.86 (1.06) 3.74 (1.12) 4.00 (0.95)

Reflective functioning 1 4.49 (0.78) 4.42 (0.78) 4.62 (0.74)

2 4.48 (0.73) 4.47 (0.76) 4.59 (0.46)

3 4.66 (0.75) 4.71 (0.78) 4.59 (0.70)

DISCUSSION

Seeking an in-depth understanding of teachers’ perceived
competence in dyadic relationship-building and aiming to
explore differences between pre-service teachers in different
phases of their teacher education, we developed the Competence
Measure of Individual Teacher-student relationships (COMMIT)
and administered this new questionnaire in a sample of
pre-service teachers in pre-primary and primary teacher
education programs. Results showed that the COMMIT
measured pre-service teachers’ perceived competence in dyadic
relationship-building reliably. Based on factor analyses, six
scales were retained. Regarding criterion validity, all subscales
were significantly and positively correlated with relational
self-efficacy, general teacher self-efficacy, emotional intelligence,
teacher beliefs, and job motivations. Comparisons between
cohorts of pre-service teachers in the first, second and third year
of initial teacher education revealed that pre-service teachers

in the third (and final) year feel more competent compared to
cohorts in the first and second year, yet not in all aspects of
dyadic relationship-building. Moreover, these differences were
more pronounced for pre-service teachers in the pre-primary
program as compared to teachers in the primary program.

Development of the Competence
Measure of Individual Teacher-Student
Relationships
The current study aimed to deepen the knowledge on
relationship-building competence by focusing on teachers’
competence in building dyadic teacher-student relationships.
Inspired by the multidimensional conceptualization of teacher
competence, including teachers’ affect-motivation, knowledge
and self-efficacy beliefs (Baumert and Kunter, 2013; Blömeke
and Kaiser, 2017), a new measure was developed. Based on
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, six reliable
subscales were formed: attitude toward teacher-student
relationships, knowledge of teacher-student relationships,
knowledge of coping, and self-efficacy in building closeness, in
coping with conflict, and in reflective functioning.

First, the attitude scale represented pre-service teachers’
positive attitudes toward and beliefs about the importance
of teacher-student relationships for each child. Moreover,
this unidimensional scale also reflected the teachers’ sense of
satisfaction with, responsibility for and motivation to invest in
building these relationships, which aligns with the Scandinavian
conceptualization of relational competence (Vidmar and
Kerman, 2016; Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019). Second, building
upon our a priori expectations, we retained two knowledge
scales. Knowledge of teacher-student relationships mainly
targeted a theoretical understanding of these relationships,
based on related theories and constructs, whereas knowledge
of coping mainly targeted a theoretical understanding of
emotional experiences in relationships with individual children
and coping. Finally, instead of the anticipated two subscales,
we retained three subscales for self-efficacy. The distinction
between the first two subscales, self-efficacy in building closeness
and self-efficacy in coping with conflict, corresponds well to
research identifying closeness and conflict as two distinguished
dimensions of the teacher-student relationship (Sabol and
Pianta, 2012; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012). Further research

TABLE 13 | ANOVA results for pre-primary and primary programs.

Pre-primary programs Primary programs

df MS F η p df MS F η p

Attitude toward TSRS 2 2.17 12.11 0.06 <0.001*** 2 0.23 1.36 0.02 0.26

Knowledge of TSRS 2 6.78 17.86 0.09 <0.001*** 2 1.87 5.35 0.06 0.006**

Knowledge of coping 2 10.81 25.08 0.12 <0.001*** 2 2.62 5.78 0.07 0.003**

Building closeness 2 10.41 13.07 0.07 <0.001*** 2 0.84 1.15 0.01 0.32

Coping with conflict 2 1.65 1.54 0.01 0.22 2 0.27 0.28 0.00 0.76

Reflective functioning 2 2.49 4.12 0.02 0.02* 2 0.03 0.05 0.00 0.95

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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TABLE 14 | Post hoc comparisons for pre-primary and primary programs.

Pre-primary Primary

Year of program Mean difference (SD) t Cohen’s d p Mean difference (SD) t Cohen’s d p

Attitude toward TSRS 1 vs. 2 −0.10 (0.05) −1.94 0.24 0.13

1 vs. 3 −0.27 (0.05) −4.92 0.61 <0.001***

2 vs. 3 −0.17 (0.06) −2.80 0.41 0.02*

Knowledge of TSRS 1 vs. 2 −0.12 (0.08) −1.51 0.18 0.29 −0.05 (0.16) −0.32 0.08 0.95

1 vs. 3 −0.48 (0.08) −5.93 0.78 <0.001*** −0.32 (0.10) −3.21 0.56 0.004**

2 vs. 3 −0.36 (0.09) −4.11 0.62 <0.001*** −0.27 (0.16) −1.66 0.48 0.22

Knowledge of coping 1 vs. 2 −0.17 (0.08) −2.06 0.25 0.10 0.12 (0.18) 0.68 0.17 0.78

1 vs. 3 −0.61 (0.09) −7.06 0.90 <0.001*** −0.34 (0.11) −3.00 0.53 0.009**

2 vs. 3 −0.44 (0.09) −4.66 0.74 <0.001*** −0.46 (0.18) −2.51 0.70 0.03*

Building closeness 1 vs. 2 −0.12 (0.12) −1.02 0.14 0.56

1 vs. 3 −0.60 (0.12) −5.03 0.67 <0.001***

2 vs. 3 −0.48 (0.13) −3.68 0.52 <0.001***

Reflective functioning 1 vs. 2 −0.05 (0.10) −0.50 0.06 0.87

1 vs. 3 −0.29 (0.10) −2.81 0.37 0.01*

2 vs. 3 −0.24 (0.11) −2.12 0.31 0.09

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
P-value adjusted for comparing a family of three. Cohen’s d does not correct for multiple comparisons.

is needed to establish whether these self-efficacy subscales are
indeed differentially associated with teacher- or student-reported
closeness and conflict, respectively. Contrary to our expectations,
a third self-efficacy scale emerged, representing reflective
functioning, the teachers’ ability to reflect both on their own and
their students’ emotions and cognitions. Reflective functioning
was first studied within parent-child relationships and was
shown to be predictive of adequate caregiving practices and
relationship quality (Slade, 2007; Rostad and Whitaker, 2016;
Camoirano, 2017). Similarly, reflective functioning is considered
a valuable skill in professional caregiver relationships, such as
teacher-student relationships, and expected to be related to
teachers’ supportive practices (Stacks et al., 2013). Building upon
parental reflective functioning intervention research (Slade,
2007), attachment-based interventions targeting teacher-student
relationships emphasize the importance of teachers’ ability to
reflect upon their (implicit) thoughts and emotions (Spilt et al.,
2012; Bosman et al., 2021). Moreover, recent research suggests
that teacher reflective functioning might protect against teacher
burn-out (Dexter and Wall, 2021). Our results show that teachers’
self-efficacy in reflective functioning can be distinguished from
self-efficacy in building closeness, which further emphasizes
the value of this skill and warrants the need for future research
into this concept and its associations with diverse teacher and
student outcomes.

The strength of the correlations between the COMMIT-
subscales varied, which can partly be explained by the diversity
of the COMMIT, covering attitudes and perceived knowledge
as well as self-efficacy. Correlations between scales addressing
the same aspect of competence (e.g., the two knowledge
scales) were higher compared to correlations between scales
addressing separate aspects of competence (e.g., attitude scale
with the knowledge scales). Notably, the subscale self-efficacy
in coping with conflict showed only low correlations with

the other scales and was not significantly correlated with
the two other self-efficacy scales. The small correlations
between self-efficacy in coping with conflict and other subscales
can be understood, as coping with conflict strongly focuses
on teacher-oriented competencies, whereas attitude toward
teacher-student relationships, knowledge of teacher-student
relationships, self-efficacy in building closeness and self-efficacy
in reflective functioning put more emphasis on student-oriented
competencies. However, one could have expected a stronger
association between self-efficacy in coping with conflict and
knowledge of coping. The small correlation between these scales
might be explained by the difference in item content specificity.
Knowledge of coping addresses a general, theoretical knowledge
of coping skills and stress regulation, whereas self-efficacy in
coping with conflict specifically focuses on how competent
teachers feel in response to conflicts with individual students.
Alternatively, the small association between the knowledge and
self-efficacy scales might reflect the gap between theory and
practice (Korthagen, 2010a,b).

To provide first evidence for construct validity, we explored
associations between the COMMIT subscales and conceptually
related measures of relational and general teacher self-efficacy,
emotional intelligence and affect-motivation in a sample of
pre-service teachers. Overall, correlations with closely related
concepts (relational self-efficacy, general teacher self-efficacy)
were stronger compared to correlations with concepts that are
further removed from dyadic relationship-building competence
(academic self-concept, self-focused emotional intelligence,
teacher affect-motivation, and depression). Strength of the
associations varied across COMMIT-subscales. As expected, the
attitude subscale was more closely associated with teacher affect-
motivation (teacher beliefs and job motivations) compared to
the knowledge and self-efficacy scales, which were in turn more
closely associated with relational and general teacher self-efficacy.
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These results supported discriminant validity of the different
COMMIT subscales. The self-efficacy in coping with conflict
subscale showed the least strong associations with relational
and general teacher self-efficacy. This might be explained by a
difference in item content: self-efficacy in coping with conflict
emphasizes teacher-oriented competencies (e.g., understanding
of emotional experiences and coping), whereas relational and
general teacher self-efficacy primarily include student-oriented
or caregiving competencies (e.g., support a student emotionally,
calm a disruptive student). In line with this difference in focus,
self-efficacy in coping with conflict was more strongly associated
with self-focused emotional intelligence, whereas self-efficacy
in building closeness and self-efficacy in reflective functioning
showed a stronger association with other-focused emotional
intelligence. Unexpectedly, self-efficacy in building closeness
was associated with both student-oriented and subject-matter
oriented beliefs, but associations with subject-matter oriented
teacher beliefs were stronger. Indeed, while some studies showed
that student-oriented teacher beliefs are related to closer teacher-
child relationships (e.g., Driscoll and Pianta, 2010), others found
no significant associations between teacher beliefs and closeness
(e.g., Mashburn et al., 2006; Castle et al., 2015).

In sum, these results provided initial evidence that the
COMMIT reliably measured the various dimensions of perceived
dyadic relationship-building competence and were related to, but
could be distinguished from, existing measures of teacher self-
efficacy, emotional intelligence, and teacher affect-motivation.

Pre-service Teachers’ Average Perceived
Competence
Following development of the COMMIT, we aimed to investigate
the level of pre-service teachers’ perceived relationship-building
competence. Overall, pre-service teachers reported a positive
attitude toward teacher-student relationships. They felt quite
knowledgeable and held positive self-efficacy beliefs, although
not in all aspects of dyadic relationship-building. Pre-service
teachers on average felt rather knowledgeable about teacher-
student relationships and efficacious in reflective functioning,
while they reported relatively less knowledge of coping and felt
relatively less efficacious with regard to coping with conflict and
building closeness. As discussed, all three aspects of teachers’
(perceived) competence need to be developed in order to be
translated into effective practices (Kunter et al., 2013; Spruce and
Bol, 2014; Blömeke and Kaiser, 2017; Depaepe and König, 2018).
Thus, a positive attitude toward teacher-student relationships and
theoretical knowledge about these relationships without a feeling
of self-efficacy is not sufficient for teachers to build positive, close
relationships with each of their students.

Differences in Perceived Competence
Across Years of Teacher Education
Furthermore, we aimed to explore differences between pre-
service teachers in different phases of their teacher education
on pre-service teachers’ perceived dyadic relationship-building
competence, by comparing cohorts of pre-service teachers in
their first, second, and third (final) year of teacher education. In

the overall sample, third-year pre-service teachers held a slightly
more positive attitude toward teacher-student relationships,
reported more knowledge of teacher-student relationships and
coping, and felt more competent with regard to building
closeness. However, no overall differences were found with
regard to self-efficacy in coping with conflict and in reflective
functioning. Notably, these results varied when analyzing the pre-
primary and primary program separately. Third-year pre-service
teachers in the primary program reported more knowledge of
teacher-student relationships and coping compared to cohorts
of first- and second-year pre-service teachers. No differences in
attitude nor in self-efficacy were observed between cohorts in
the primary program. In contrast, in the pre-primary program,
third-year pre-service teachers reported more knowledge of
teacher-student relationships and coping, and additionally held
a more positive attitude toward teacher-student relationships
and felt more competent with regard to building closeness and
reflective functioning compared to first- and second-year pre-
service teachers. Moreover, these third-year pre-service teachers
in the pre-primary program felt more self-efficacious in building
closeness compared to their peers in the third year of the
primary program.

These differential effects in the pre-primary and primary
program reflect a trend in research on teacher-student
relationships to focus on early childhood, as compared to
middle or late childhood (Verschueren, 2015). This trend
might also be present within the curricula of teacher education
programs. In both programs, third-year pre-service teachers
felt more knowledgeable compared to first- and second-year
teachers. However, only third-year pre-primary teachers reported
more positive self-efficacy beliefs and a more positive attitude.
It is possible that (the importance of) the teacher-student
relationship is more often included or emphasized within
pre-primary teacher education programs. As students in pre-
primary schools are younger and their self-regulation abilities
less developed, teachers might need to take on the role of
caregiver more frequently (whereas gradually more emphasis is
put on the instructional role of teachers as children grow older).
Teacher education programs might, explicitly or implicitly, be
tailored to this difference. However, a positive teacher-student
relationship is important for students of all ages, from pre-
primary to secondary and higher education (e.g., Engels et al.,
2016; Roorda et al., 2017; Bosman et al., 2018), as well as for
the well-being of all teachers (Evans et al., 2019). Therefore, all
teachers should be able to build close relationship with their
students, regardless of student age.

Although pre-service teachers in the third year reported
more knowledge of coping, no differences were found with
regard to self-efficacy in coping with conflict, neither in the
overall sample, nor in any of the subgroups. These results
can possibly be explained by a lack of attention for teachers’
coping skills in the teacher education curriculum or a lack of
opportunities to apply these coping skills (Korthagen, 2010a,b).
These possible explanations are supported by earlier research
on teachers’ social emotional learning (SEL). When screening
teacher education curricula for the integration of SEL, Schonert-
Reichl et al. (2017) noted that teachers’ self-awareness and
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self-management (including an understanding of emotional
experiences and coping skills) were only rarely included in
teacher education, whereas responsible decision-making, social
awareness and general relationship skills (e.g., running an
effective meeting; collaborating with parents and colleagues) were
integrated in most curricula (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). In
addition, students’ SEL were more often included in the curricula
compared to teachers’ SEL. When learning about students’ SEL,
including students’ self-awareness and self-management, pre-
service teachers’ general knowledge about coping might increase.
However, without the opportunity to apply this knowledge to
their own experiences of conflict with students, pre-service
teachers’ self-efficacy in coping with conflict might not increase.
Yet, as discussed, teachers’ coping skills are crucial for their
well-being as well as their students’ wellbeing (Hastings and
Brown, 2002; Beltman et al., 2011; Whitaker et al., 2015;
McGrath and Van Bergen, 2019). Moreover, the experience of
and inability to cope with negative emotions in interactions
with students can negatively impact teachers’ ability to respond
sensitively to their students’ needs (Koenen et al., 2019a,b). As
pre-service teachers were found to often rely on maladaptive
coping strategies (Gustems-Carnicer et al., 2019) and our results
showed that almost half of pre-service teachers do not feel
competent in coping with conflicts with students, we argue
that teacher education curricula should focus more on teacher
well-being in teacher-student relationships and address self-
awareness, adaptive coping skills, and self-care. A tool that could
be used to this end is the intervention LLInC (Leerkracht Leerling
Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or Teacher Student Interaction
Coaching; Koomen and Spilt, 2010–2017), which has recently
been applied and evaluated in teacher education (Koenen et al.,
2021). LLInC was delivered to pre-service teachers during
their final internship in a specialization year of the education
program. LLInC offers guided relationship-focused reflection
which helped pre-service teachers to become more aware of
the (both positive and negative) emotions they experienced in
interactions with students and of the cognitions they had about
their relationships with students. This could help them cope
with negative emotions and focus on (re)building a positive
teacher-student relationship.

Increased attention to teacher stress and well-being from a
relationship perspective during initial teacher education would
not only benefit pre-service teachers during their teacher training,
but can also offer an advantage when they enter the profession
(Spilt et al., 2011; Gustems-Carnicer et al., 2019). The majority
of teachers who leave the profession attribute their decision to
occupational stress, which is often related to stressful interactions
with students (Friedman, 1995; de Jonge and de Muijnck, 2002;
Liu and Meyer, 2005; Liu and Onwuegbuzie, 2012). Providing
starting teachers with the tools to cope with occupational
stress in general and interpersonal stress specifically, might
increase their chances of staying in the profession. In light
of the teacher shortage across several countries (UNESCO,
2015) and the remarkably high attrition of beginning teachers
(who leave the profession within the first 5 years) in Flanders
specifically (Departement Onderwijs en Vorming, 2013, 2014),
it is definitely worthwhile to further investigate the potential

of teacher education in supporting teacher well-being from a
relationship perspective.

Limitations and Future Directions
Development of the COMMIT offers new possibilities for future
research, although some limitations need to be considered. First,
differences between cohorts of teachers in subsequent years
of the teacher education program might not be completely
attributed to the program itself but rather to differences
between the cohorts. No causal conclusions can therefore
be drawn about the impact of teacher education based on
this cross-sectional study. To further explore the effects of
teacher education on teachers’ perceived dyadic relationship-
building competence, a longitudinal design which follows
the progression of a single cohort of students might be
more appropriate.

Second, we pointed to differences in the curriculum as a
possible explanation for the differential results in the pre-primary
and primary teacher education program. An investigation of
the curricula might support or refute this hypothesis and
offer additional insights into how future teachers are prepared
for the relational and emotional challenges they will face
in the classroom.

Third, this study focused on pre-service teachers’ self-
reported, perceived competence and could be complemented by
tests of actual relationship-building competence. An instrument
that could be used to this end is the TRUST (Aldrup et al.,
2020), a situational judgment test which assesses teachers’
competence in emotion management (with content largely
similar to the coping and reflective functioning scales of the
COMMIT) and relationship management (content largely similar
to building closeness).

Finally, as this study focused on pre-service teachers, who
spent only a limited amount of time with the same students
during their practicum, associations with actual relationship
quality could not be examined. Validation of the COMMIT in
a sample of in-service teachers might offer new insights into
the relationship between teachers’ perceived competence and
(developments in) actual teacher-student relationship quality.
In addition, we argued that coping and reflective functioning
are crucial skills in teachers’ ability to build relationships and
inadequate coping and lack of reflection might impact their well-
being. Although research supports this assumption (Hastings and
Brown, 2002; Beltman et al., 2011; Whitaker et al., 2015; McGrath
and Van Bergen, 2019), the relevance of self-efficacy in coping
with teacher-student conflict specifically (rather than coping with
occupational stress in general) and reflective functioning for
relationship quality and teachers’ well-being should be further
investigated. The COMMIT could be used to this end.

In addition to its value in clarifying theoretical issues, the
COMMIT could, once predictive validity has been established,
be used to evaluate teacher education programs, professional
development initiatives or interventions targeting teacher-child
relationships, teachers’ relational competence or teacher well-
being. Furthermore, the COMMIT might be used to assess in-
service teachers’ perceived competence and to signal the need for
intervention or targeted professional development.
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CONCLUSION

In search of a deeper understanding of teachers’ perceived
competence in dyadic relationship-building, we developed
the Competence Measure of Individual Teacher-student
relationships (COMMIT). This measure offers new possibilities
for future research, including a more in-depth investigation
of the attitudes, knowledge and skills that teachers need to
build positive teacher-student relationships. Pre-service teachers
appeared to have a rather positive attitude toward teacher-student
relationships, and felt quite knowledgeable and self-efficacious,
yet not in all aspects of dyadic relationship-building. In addition,
results revealed that pre-service teachers in the final year
of teacher training felt more competent compared to their
colleagues in the first and second year, although, again, not for
all aspects of dyadic relationship-building. Notably, differences
between pre-service teachers in subsequent years of teacher
education were less pronounced in primary compared to pre-
primary teacher education programs. Given the importance of
close relationships for both child development and teacher well-
being, more efforts should be made to prepare teachers to build
positive teacher-student relationships.
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