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Teachers, afterschool program staff, and mothers: Relationships with key
adults and children’s adjustment in early elementary school

Yangyang Liu, Sandra D. Simpkins, and Deborah Lowe Vandell

University of California, Irvine

ABSTRACT
According to bioecological theory, children’s experiences in one developmental setting are
meaningful for their adjustment in other settings. In the current study, the quality of child-
ren’s relationships with classroom teachers, afterschool program staff, and mothers in 1st

grade (n¼ 137) were examined in relation to their academic, social-emotional, and behav-
ioral adjustment at school in 2nd grade. Closeness and conflict varied across these three
adult-child relationships. Our hypotheses were partially supported such that higher teacher-
child conflict in 1st grade related to poorer work habits and cooperation in 2nd grade. More
conflict with afterschool staff in 1st grade was associated with lower social self-control and
more externalizing behaviors at school in 2nd grade. Closeness was not related to children’s
adjustment in 2nd grade. These findings highlight the potential negative implications of con-
flictual relationships with teachers and afterschool staff for children’s school adjustment.

In elementary school, children face multiple demands,
including performing well on academic tasks, develop-
ing appropriate classroom behaviors and strong work
habits, and becoming socially competent with peers
(Wentzel, 2003). Researchers have defined children’s
adjustment at school to include their academic, social
emotional, and behavioral functioning (Buyse et al.,
2009; Ladd, 2003; Pianta et al., 1995). According to
bioecological theory, children’s relationships with
adult caregivers within and outside of school may
help foster positive adjustment and prevent negative
adjustment in early elementary school
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Teacher-child rela-
tionships (Pianta, 1999) and mother-child relation-
ships (Contreras et al., 2000) have long been
recognized as two central relationships for elementary
school children; however, millions of elementary
school children in the U.S. also spend a substantial
amount of time in afterschool programs interacting
with adult staff (Vandell et al., 2015). Yet, little
research focuses on the correlates of afterschool staff-
child relationships in this significant developmental
setting. In the current study, we examine the quality
of children’s interactions with these three key adults
during early elementary school in relation to their
adjustment at school one year later.

Using data from the NICHD Study of Early
Childcare and Youth Development (SECCYD), our
first goal was to examine the variation in terms of
closeness and conflict across children’s relationships
with classroom teachers, afterschool staff, and moth-
ers. Our second goal was to examine the unique link-
ages between children’s closeness and conflict with
these three key adults in 1st grade and children’s
adjustment (i.e., academic performance, social emo-
tional competences, and behavioral problems) at
school the following year.

Adult-Child Relationships and Children’s
Adjustment at School

According to bioecological theory, the interactional
processes that transpire between children and individ-
uals in microsystems constitute the proximal processes
of development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). In
addition, bioecological theory posits that children’s
adjustment in any one microsystem, such as their
adjustment at school, is the result of interpersonal
processes in that microsystem as well as other micro-
systems, including families and afterschool programs.
As the cornerstone of children’s experiences in the
school microsystem, teacher-child relationships form
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the developmental infrastructure on which children
engage in learning activities and social interactions
with peers (Pianta et al., 2003). In addition to teacher-
child relationships, scholars have theorized that
mother-child relationships and staff-child relationships
in afterschool programs have implications for child-
ren’s adjustment in school (Contreras et al., 2000;
Simpkins et al., 2006; Vandell et al., 2005).

Adult-child relationships are multidimensional and
include both positive and negative aspects (Harrist
et al., 1994; Pianta et al., 2003). Close relationships are
characterized by positive behaviors and affect, includ-
ing open communication, warmth, and support.
Close, positive relationships between children and
adults are theorized to promote children’s school
adjustment for multiple reasons. From a socialization
perspective, when children and adults share close,
positive relationships, adults are more likely to engage
in effective role modeling and coaching of positive
coping and prosocial behaviors for children (Kliewer
et al., 1996). In addition, positive adult-child relation-
ships facilitate fundamental cognitive and social skills,
such as effortful control (Eisenberg et al., 2005;
Hughes et al., 2008). Furthermore, children who share
close relationships with adults are more likely to
internalize prosocial values related to academic and
interpersonal interactions (Dix, 1991; Grusec &
Kuczynski, 1997).

Empirical research supports these claims.
Specifically, close teacher-child relationships are asso-
ciated with children’s positive adjustment in school,
including better academic performance (Hughes et al.,
2008), positive work habits and classroom behaviors
(Merritt et al., 2012; Pianta et al., 2012; Yang & Lamb,
2014), and more social skills and prosocial behaviors
with peers (Berry & O’Connor, 2010; Merritt et al.,
2012). Emerging literature on afterschool programs
finds that afterschool staff-child positivity in 1st and
2nd grade is associated with higher academic grades,
better social skills, and fewer behavioral problems in
school (Pierce et al., 1999; 2010). Research on mother-
child closeness and school adjustment provides a
more mixed picture. Some studies find that close
mother-child relationships are associated with better
academic performance (Simpkins et al., 2006), more
social competence with peers (Contreras et al., 2000),
and fewer behavioral problems (Criss et al., 2003).
Findings from other studies, however, suggest that
mother-child relational closeness is related to concur-
rent but not necessarily longitudinal adjustment at
school (e.g., Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017;
Zhang, 2011).

Pianta (1999) theorized that negative or conflictual
qualities of adult-child relationships are also conse-
quential for children’s adjustment. Conflictual rela-
tionships between children and key adult caregivers
are marked by a lack of contingency, frustration, and
anger. Conflicts can reduce smooth communication
and interactions between adults and children and
interfere with the development of basic school-related
skills including attention regulation, adaptive coping,
and prosocial reasoning (Pianta et al., 2003;
Wentzel, 2003).

Extant literature documents the adverse implica-
tions of conflictual relationships between children and
key adults. Specifically, conflictual relationships
between children and teachers are associated with
lower academic competence (Buyse et al., 2009;
Hamre & Pianta, 2001), poor work habits and class-
room engagement (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Stipek &
Miles, 2008; Yang & Lamb, 2014), and elevated
aggressive behaviors toward peers (Buyse et al., 2009;
Rudasill et al., 2013). Compared with teacher-child
conflict, fewer scholars have examined how adult-child
conflict outside of school is related to children’s
adjustment at school. Nevertheless, this limited
research finds that negative relationships with after-
school staff and mothers are adversely related to
children’s academic performance (Pierce et al., 1999;
Simpkins et al., 2006), and social competency with
peers at school (Criss et al., 2003; Lindsey et al.,
2002). Furthermore, when closeness and conflict are
examined simultaneously, conflictual relationships are
consistently linked to poorer academic, social emo-
tional, and behavioral outcomes whereas closeness is
not consistently related to children’s adjustment at
school (Buyse et al., 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001).

Children’s Relationships with Multiple Adults

While previous studies illustrate that each adult-child
relationship is associated with children’s adjustment in
elementary school, the literature on these three rela-
tionships has largely developed independently (e.g.,
Contreras et al., 2000; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Pierce
et al., 2010). No study to our knowledge has simultan-
eously examined children’s relationships with all three
key adults in relation to their adjustment at school. A
few researchers have examined teacher- and mother-
child relationships simultaneously to investigate their
unique associations with children’s adjustment. In one
study, parent-child and teacher-child relatedness are
uniquely associated with children’s school engagement
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003), which aligns with the
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separate literature on each relationship. However,
other studies have found that only teacher-child rela-
tionship is associated with children’s adjustment when
both teacher-child and mother-child relationships are
considered (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Silver
et al., 2010). For instance, Heatly and Votruba-Drzal
(2017) simultaneously examined children’s closeness
and conflict with teachers and mothers, finding that
teacher-child conflict in 1st grade was associated with
children’s concurrent school engagement whereas
mother-child relationship quality was not linked to
children’s school engagement. These findings suggest
that mother-child relationships may not be related to
children’s school adjustment above and beyond
teacher-child relationships. More work is needed to
parse out these contradictory patterns and to also
account for afterschool staff-child relationships.

As elementary school children spend substantial
time in organized educational contexts including
schools and afterschool programs, their relationships
with adults in these contexts are expected to play an
important role in shaping their adjustment in the
school setting (Collins et al., 2002). It is not clear if
mother-child relationships are associated with child-
ren’s school adjustment above and beyond adult-child
relationships in schools and afterschool programs, as
mother-child interactions are more removed from
organized educational settings compared with adult-
child interactions in the other two settings. In
addition, though researchers find that staff-child rela-
tionships are associated with children’s school adjust-
ment when examined alone (Vandell et al., 2005;
Vandell & Posner, 1999), no research to our know-
ledge has examined the relative importance of after-
school experiences within the broader ecology of child
development. One must examine adult-child relation-
ships across multiple microsystems to understand if
adult-child relationships in a specific setting are
uniquely associated with children’s school adjustment
beyond relationships with other adults. The Heatly
and Votruba-Drzal (2017) study is one of the closest
to address these aims. As noted earlier, they examined
the relations between teacher-child and mother-child
closeness and conflict in 1st grade and children’s con-
current adjustment (in 1st grade) with the NICHD
SECCYD data, which are the same data utilized in
this study. The current study extends this work by
also examining afterschool staff-child relationships
and the differences in quality across these three adult-
child relationships. Moreover, we examined the extent
to which these relations were associated with

children’s school adjustment in the following year
while controlling for prior adjustment.

Current Study

Guided by bioecological theory of development, we
simultaneously examined children’s relationships with
classroom teachers, afterschool program staff, and
mothers in 1st grade and their associations with child-
ren’s adjustment at school in 2nd grade. We had two
main research goals in the current study. First, we
compared the extent to which certain relationships
were characterized as having higher or lower closeness
and conflict. We expected that adults in these three
settings would experience differential levels of close-
ness and conflict with the same child. Compared with
classroom teachers and afterschool program staff,
mothers interact with children in a wider number of
circumstances over a longer period of time, providing
more opportunities for both positive and negative
interactions (Collins et al., 1995). As a result, it is
expected that mothers would report more closeness
and more conflict in their relationships with their
children than reported by teachers and afterschool
program staff.

Second, we examined the extent to which closeness
and conflict between children and these three adults
in 1st grade were related to children’s adjustment at
school the following year in 2nd grade. Based on prior
empirical research suggesting differential implications
of close and conflictual relationships on child develop-
ment (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Heatly & Votruba-
Drzal, 2017), we hypothesized that conflict with adult
caregivers would be particularly relevant for children’s
problematic adjustment. In addition, prior work on
the unique predictive value of teacher-child and
mother-child relationships suggests that the associ-
ation between mother-child relationships and child-
ren’s school adjustment wains when relationships with
teachers and afterschool staff are taken into account.

Method

Participants

Data for the current study were taken from the
NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth
Development (SECCYD), a longitudinal study of a
birth cohort of 1,364 children (52% male) and their
families from 10 locations across the U.S. For a full
discussion of the NICHD SECCYD sampling design,
see NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network (2005).

APPLIED DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE 3



When study children were in 1st grade, the
SECCYD investigators purposely selected a subsample
of children who attended afterschool programs.
Through interviews with mothers, the investigators
identified all children (n¼ 137) in the full sample who
attended five-day-a-week afterschool programs located
in either school or community settings when they
were in 1st grade. The SECCYD researchers then con-
tacted and surveyed the afterschool program staff who
took the main responsibility of caring for the study
child at the program. The multi-informant data on
these children used in the current study were reported
by children’s primary classroom teachers, afterschool
program staff, and mothers when children were in 1st

grade. Classroom teachers in 2nd grade reported child-
ren’s adjustment at school.

This sample of 137 children who regularly attended
afterschool programs was evenly divided between
males and females (51% female) and the majority
(80%) were White (Table 1). The average years of
mother education was 15 years, with 51% of the moth-
ers having a college degree. This sample of children
who regularly attended afterschool programs did not
differ from the larger study sample on key characteris-
tics, including gender, ethnic majority/minority status,
2-parent households, children’s relationships with
teachers and mothers in 1st grade, and prior academic
achievement and social competence (see Table 1).
However, children in the afterschool sample came
from families that had higher level of maternal educa-
tion (d ¼ .42) and higher family income (d ¼ .36)
compared to mothers in the sample as a whole, which
aligns with prior patterns on who is more likely to

attend afterschool programs in previous research
(Vandell et al., 2015).

Measures

To address the two research aims in the current study,
we used data collected from classroom teachers, after-
school staff, and mothers. Detailed information on
key variables is presented below. Items included in
each measure are presented in the supplemen-
tary material.

Adult-child relationship quality in 1st grade
In the spring of 1st grade, classroom teachers, after-
school staff, and mothers reported the quality of their
relationship with the study child using an adapted
version of the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale
(Pianta, 1992). Specifically, the scales consisted of the
same set of items that were adapted for each adult
caregiver. Closeness captured shared affection, warmth,
and open communication between adult and child (7
items; e.g., “Study child spontaneously shares informa-
tion about himself/herself”; “I share an affectionate,
warm relationship with study child”; 1¼Definitely
does not apply, 5¼Definitely applies). The closeness
scale originally had 8 items but one reverse coded
item on physical affection (i.e., “Study child is uncom-
fortable with physical affection or touch from me”)
was dropped to improve reliability. Conflict captured
lack of contingency, negativity, and struggle between
adult and child (7 items; e.g., “Study child and I
always seem to be struggling with each other”; “Study
child is sneaky or manipulative with me”;

Table 1. Participant information.
Afterschool program samplea Recruitment sample

Difference
Mean (%) SD Mean (%) SD p-value Effect size

N 137 1364
Female 51% 48% .49 .02b

Ethnicity
White 80% 76% .36 .02b

Black 9% 13% .24 .03b

Hispanic 5% 6% .62 .01b

Other 6% 5% .57 .02b

Maternal education 15.18 2.54 14.23 2.51 .00 .42c

Double-parent household 6-54months .86 .30 .84 .32 .30 .10c

Income to needs ratio 6-54months 4.56 3.11 3.60 2.85 .00 .36c

Teacher-child closeness 4.34 .65 4.26 .65 .15 .13c

Teacher-child conflict 1.56 .72 1.56 .74 .96 .00c

Mother-child closeness 4.76 .34 4.76 .32 .89 .01c

Mother-child conflict 2.07 .81 2.17 .84 .12 .15c

Woodcock-Johnson score 54months 99.89 11.07 98.00 11.86 .05 .19c

Social competence 54months 3.09 .40 3.08 .41 .89 .01c

Note. aAfterschool program sample included children who attended five-day-a-week organized afterschool programs in 1st grade.
bCram�er’s V : .10 small effect size, .30 moderate effect size, and .50 large effect size.
cCohen’s d: .20 small effect size, .50 moderate effect size, and .80 large effect size.
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1¼Definitely does not apply, 5¼Definitely applies).
Items on the relationship scale showed high reliability
for both closeness and conflict (closeness: 7 items; a
¼ .87, .86, .79; conflict: 7 items; a ¼ .86, .88, .82, for
teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers respectively).
For each adult (i.e., teachers, afterschool staff, and
mothers), composite scores were created for the close-
ness and conflict subscales by taking the mean of all
items on each subscale, such that higher scores repre-
sented more closeness or conflict. Previous research
has offered evidence of validity for teacher and
mother versions of these scales (Driscoll & Pianta,
2011; McCormick et al., 2017). Past work also has
demonstrated validity through associations with child-
ren’s functioning in the social and behavioral domains
including social competency and externalizing behav-
iors (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011; Hamre & Pianta, 2001;
Weaver et al., 2015; Zhang, 2011).

Confirmatory factor analyses with the current sam-
ple confirmed that the items loaded well onto the two
constructs of closeness and conflict for teachers, after-
school staff, and mothers (factor loadings > .40). In
addition, model fit indices also suggested good model
fit for all three adult caregivers (X2(71) ¼ 131.63, p <

.001; CFI/TLI ¼ .931/.912; RMSEA ¼ .081 for teach-
ers; X2(69) ¼ 93.12, p ¼ .028; CFI/TLI ¼ .972/.963;
RMSEA ¼ .051 for afterschool staff; X2(70) ¼ 84.10, p
¼ .120; CFI/TLI ¼ .977/.970; RMSEA ¼ .039 for
mothers). We also tested measurement invariance on
closeness and conflict to ensure that each scale had
similar meaning for the three adult caregivers. Each
scale evidenced partial strong invariance; detailed
information is presented in Tables S1 and S2 in the
supplementary material.

Children’s adjustment at school in 2nd grade
Classroom teachers reported children’s academic per-
formance, work habits, social skills, and externalizing
behaviors in the spring of 2nd grade. The 2nd grade
teachers reporting children’s outcomes were different
than the classroom teachers who reported teacher-
child relationships in 1st grade.

Children’s academic performance and work habits
were measured using the Mock Report Card (Pierce
et al., 1999). Academic performance was rated using
5-point scales (1¼Below grade level, 5¼Excellent) in
six subject areas: reading, oral language, written lan-
guage, math, social studies, and science. A composite
score of academic performance was created by taking
the mean score across the six subject areas (a ¼ .92).
Work habits measured children’s work behaviors in
the classroom (6 items; a ¼ .95; e.g., “Study child

works well independently”; “Study child keeps mater-
ial organized”; 1¼Very Poor, 5¼Very Good). A com-
posite score on work habits was created by taking the
mean score across all items in the subscale.

Children’s social skills were measured using teacher
report of The Social Skills Rating Scale (SSRS)
(Gresham & Elliott, 1990) that included three sub-
scales: cooperation, assertion, and social self-control.
Items on each subscale were measured on a 3-point
scale (0¼Never, 1¼ Sometimes; 2¼Very Often).
Cooperation included items such as paying attention
to the teacher’s instruction and putting away work
materials properly (10 items; a ¼ .88). Assertion
included items such as starting conversations with
peers, introducing oneself, and volunteering to help
peers with classroom tasks (10 items; a ¼ .86). Social
self-control included items that focus on how children
handle conflicts, such as responding to teasing or peer
pressure appropriately, receiving criticisms well, and
controlling one’s temper (10 items; a ¼ .89). Items
within each subscale were averaged to create a com-
posite score on each dimension of cooperation, asser-
tion, and social self-control. Higher scores indicated
stronger social skills on the specific dimension.

Children’s externalizing behaviors were measured
using the Teacher Report Form of the Child Behavior
Checklist (Achenbach, 1991). For each item, the
teacher reported how well the item described the tar-
get child currently or within the last two months on
3-point scales (0¼Not true, 1¼ Somewhat or some-
times true, 2¼Very true). Externalizing behaviors were
assessed by 34 items (a ¼ .93). Raw scores were
standardized to create T-scores for externalizing
behaviors, with a higher score indicating a greater
affinity to display delinquent and aggressive behaviors.

Covariates
Omitted variable bias is well documented in the litera-
ture as children’s family background as well as prior
adjustment can both be associated with their relation-
ships with adult caregivers and their adjustment in
school. For example, it is well documented in the lit-
erature that background characteristics such as gender,
maternal education, and race/ethnicity are associated
with children’s relationships with adults (Jerome et al.,
2009) as well as their academic achievement, social
and behavioral functioning (Ewing & Taylor, 2009;
Miner & Clarke-Stewart, 2008; Pigott & Cowen,
2000). In addition, children’s functioning at earlier
time points also predicts their subsequent relation-
ships with adult caregivers and their own adjustment
(Collins et al., 2017; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Heatly &
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Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Jerome et al., 2009). In order to
control for potential omitted variable biases, a range
of family- and child-level background indicators were
included as covariates in the current study.
Background characteristics included child gender
(male as reference group), ethnic minority status
(White as reference group), and years of mother’s
education (M¼ 15.18, SD¼ 2.54; Min ¼ 10, Max ¼
21). Children’s academic achievement was measured
with Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery-
Revised at 54months, including memory for senten-
ces, incomplete words, picture vocabulary, letter-word
Identification, and applied problems. A composite
standardized score on Woodcock-Johnson was created
to indicate children’s academic achievement (a ¼ .81).
Caregiver-reported social competency in child care at
age 54months was used as indicator of early social
skills (a¼.89; California Preschool Social Competency
Scale; Ladd & Price, 1987).

Missing Data

Among the 137 children who attended afterschool
programs, 117 (85%) children had complete data on
all adult-child relationships in 1st grade and school
adjustment in 2nd grade. No significant differences
were found between participants with complete and
with missing data on ethnic majority/minority status
(X2(1) ¼ 3.05, p ¼ .08, V ¼ .15) or maternal educa-
tion (t(135) ¼ 1.29, p ¼ .20, d ¼ .30), teacher-child
closeness (t(130) ¼ 1.12, p ¼ .27, d ¼ .29) and con-
flict (t(130) ¼ 1.04, p ¼ .30, d ¼ .25), staff-child
closeness (t(135) ¼ .22, p ¼ .82, d ¼ .05) and conflict
(t(135) ¼ .14, p ¼ .89, d ¼ .03), and mother-child
closeness (t(132) ¼ .68, p ¼ .50, d ¼ .16), and conflict
(t(132) ¼ 1.15, p ¼ .25, d ¼ .29) in 1st grade.
However, there were more females with complete data
(X2(1) ¼ 4.17, p ¼ .04, V ¼ .17). To control for
potential biases caused by missing data, multiple
imputation was used to handle missing data in the
current sample (n¼ 137). Following imputation proce-
dures recommended by Enders (2010), we imputed 30
datasets where relationship variables, outcome varia-
bles, and covariates were all imputed using multiple
chained equations. Imputed datasets were then used
in the analyses addressing both research questions.

Plan of Analysis

The first aim of the current study was to compare the
level of closeness and conflict across children’s rela-
tionships with teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers.

In order to address this aim, we conducted separate
mixed effects regression analysis in STATA 14.0 for
closeness and conflict on the imputed data to examine
if the level of closeness and conflict differed across
teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers. In both mod-
els, family- and child-level covariates consisting of
child gender, ethnic minority status, maternal educa-
tion, and children’s prior adjustment were included.
Following the regression analyses, pairwise mean
difference tests were conducted to examine if the level
of closeness and conflict were different across
adult caregivers.

The second study aim was to assess the unique
associations between children’s relationships with
teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers in 1st grade
and their adjustment at school in 2nd grade as
reported by their classroom teachers. To address this
aim, path analysis model was estimated in Mplus 8. In
the path analysis model, children’s relationships with
teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers were simultan-
eously included to examine the unique associations
between each relationship indicator and children’s
adjustment in 2nd grade (see Figure 1 for conceptual
model). In the path model, family- and child-level
covariates consisting of child gender, ethnic minority
status, maternal education, and children’s prior adjust-
ment were included. All variables were standardized
before being included in the path analysis so the
regression coefficients can be interpreted as effect sizes
in which a one standard deviation change in an inde-
pendent variable is associated with a one standard
deviation change in a dependent variable. Results
from post-hoc power analysis suggested that with the
sample size (n¼ 137), we were able to detect associa-
tions at or larger than r¼ 0.24 with a power of 0.80 at
alpha level of 0.05.

In order to check the robustness of our findings on
associations between child-adult relationships and
school adjustment, we conducted two sets of add-
itional analyses using path models in Mplus. In the
first robustness check, we reran the path model on 30
imputed datasets that did not impute outcome varia-
bles as there is debate about whether imputing miss-
ing data on the outcomes biases the analyses in
longitudinal studies (Young & Johnson, 2015). In the
second robustness check, we ran a separate path
model for each adult caregiver. Specifically, teachers,
afterschool staff, and mothers were examined in sep-
arate path models to examine if significant associa-
tions in the joint model were retained. In addition to
the two robustness checks, we also examined the sen-
sitivity of our results to potential omitted variable bias
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using the coefficient of proportionality method
(Dearing & Zachrisson, 2019; Oster, 2019).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations
for key variables are presented in Table 2. Teachers,
afterschool staff, and mothers, on average, reported
high levels of closeness (M¼ 4.34, 4.13, and 4.76
respectively) and low levels of conflict with children
(M¼ 1.56, 1.52, and 2.07 on a 1-5 scale). As indicated
by the bivariate correlations in Table 2, teacher-child
closeness in 1st grade was positively related to child-
ren’s assertion (r ¼ .18, p < .05) in 2nd grade.

Teacher-child conflict in 1st grade was associated with
lower academic performance (r ¼ �.24, p < .01),
lower scores on work habits (r ¼ �.38, p < .001),
lower cooperation and social self-control (r’s ¼ �.31
and �.30, p < .01) as well as more externalizing
behaviors (r ¼ .33, p < .001) in 2nd grade. Staff-child
conflict in 1st grade was related to lower academic
performance (r ¼ �.21, p < .05), lower work habits
(r ¼ �.24, p < .01), lower social self-control (r ¼
�.37, p < .001), and more externalizing behaviors (r
¼ .35, p < .001) in 2nd grade. The only significant
associations between mother-child relationship in 1st

grade and children’s school adjustment in 2nd grade
was between mother-child closeness and assertion as
well as social self-control (r’s ¼ .18 & .20, p < .05).

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the relations between adult-child relationships in 1st grade and children’s school adjustment in
2nd grade.
Note. Covariates include child gender (male as reference group), ethnic minority status, maternal education, child academic
achievement (Woodcock-Johnson score) and social competence at 54 months. Nine dummy variables for data collection sites are
also included.

Table 2. Correlation and descriptives of key variables.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1st Grade relationships
1. Teacher-child closeness –
2. Teacher-child conflict �.17� –
3. Staff-child closeness .30��� .07 –
4. Staff-child conflict �.18� .49��� �.19� –
5. Mother-child closeness .22� �.18� .10 �.10 –
6. Mother-child conflict �.07 .26�� �.00 .19� �.42��� –
2nd Grade adjustment
7. Academic performance .10 �.24�� .15 �.21� .02 .05 –
8. Work habits .08 �.38��� .07 �.24�� .15 �.08 .63��� –
9. Cooperation �.01 �.31��� .08 �.14 .11 �.04 .58��� .81��� –
10. Assertion .18� �.10 .17 �.01 .18� �.05 .27�� .43��� .48��� –
11. Social self-control �.04 �.30��� .04 �.37��� .20� �.18 .25�� .46��� .50��� .49��� –
12. Externalizing behaviors .14 .33��� .10 .35��� �.11 .18 �.23� �.50��� �.52��� �.25�� �.75��� –

Mean 4.34 1.56 4.13 1.52 4.76 2.07 3.53 3.52 1.56 1.37 1.47 51.82
SD 0.65 0.72 0.73 0.68 0.34 0.81 0.88 1.08 0.39 0.40 0.39 9.06
Cronbach’s alpha 0.87 0.86 0.86 0.88 0.79 0.82 0.92 0.95 0.88 0.86 0.89 0.93

Note. �p<.05. ��p<.01. ���p<.001.
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Variation in Adult-Child Relationships

The first study aim was to examine if levels of close-
ness and conflict differed across children’s relationships
with teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers. Results of
the regression tests are presented in Table 3. As
expected, there were significant differences across the
three adults’ reports of closeness (b ¼ .212, p < .001)
and conflict (b ¼ .249, p < .001). Results from pairwise
difference tests showed that mother-child closeness
(95% CI ¼ 4.66� 4.86) was significantly higher than
teacher-child closeness (95% CI ¼ 4.24� 4.44), which
in turn, was higher than staff-child closeness (95% CI
¼ 4.03� 4.23). In addition, mother-child conflict (95%
CI ¼ 1.94� 2.18) was higher than teacher-child and
staff-child conflict (95% CI’s ¼ 1.44� 1.68, 1.40� 1.64
respectively). Both of these findings supported our
hypothesis that mother-child relationship would evi-
dence higher closeness and conflict than teacher-child
and staff-child relationships.

Associations between Adult-Child Relationships in
1st Grade and Children’s Adjustment at School in
2nd Grade

The second study aim was to examine the unique
associations between children’s relationships with
teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers in 1st grade
and children’s adjustment in 2nd grade classroom.
Path model results are presented in Table 4. When
adult-child relationships with all three adults were
examined simultaneously, children’s conflictual rela-
tionships with teachers and afterschool staff in 1st

grade were both associated with poorer child

adjustment in 2nd grade. Specifically, teacher-child
conflict in 1st grade was associated with poorer work
habits (ß ¼ �.312, SE ¼ .110, p ¼ .004) and less
cooperation (ß ¼ �.282, SE ¼ .115, p ¼ .014) in 2nd

grade. In addition, children’s conflict with afterschool
staff in 1st grade was associated with lower social self-
control (ß ¼ �.356, SE ¼ .089, p < .001) and more
externalizing behaviors in 2nd grade (ß ¼ .306, SE ¼
.093, p ¼ .001). There were several associations that
were statistically significant in the bivariate correla-
tions that were no longer statistically significant in the
model taking into account all three relationships and
the covariates. For example, mother-child closeness
was associated with more assertion (r ¼ .18, p < .05)
and social self-control (r ¼ .20, p < .05) in the bivari-
ate correlations (see Table 2), but mother-child close-
ness was not related to teacher reported children’s
adjustment in 2nd grade classrooms when we included
children’s relationships with teachers and afterschool
staff and a range of family and child covariates. In
sum, our hypothesis for the relations between teacher-
child and staff-child conflict and children’s subsequent
adjustment were supported in the bivariate correla-
tions and partially supported in the multivariate
model. Our hypothesis for closeness of any relation-
ship and mother-child conflict and children’s subse-
quent adjustment were largely not supported in either
the correlations or the multivariate model.

Robustness Check

In our first robustness check analysis, we reran the
path model on 30 imputed datasets that did not
impute the outcome variables. Results from this

Table 3. Variation in children’s closeness and conflict with classroom teachers, afterschool program staff, and mothers in
1st grade.

Mixed effects regression

Closeness Conflict

b SE p b SE p

Adult caregiver (source of report) .212 .036 .000 .249 .040 .000
Female .036 .069 .605 �.003 .091 .978
Ethnic minority �.130 .090 .149 .134 .118 .257
Maternal education .030 .016 .062 �.022 .021 .301
Woodcock Johnson score (54month) .000 .004 .898 �.001 .005 .798
Social competence (54month) .082 .091 .371 �.177 .124 .154

Pairwise comparison

Closeness Conflict

Observed mean
Adjusted mean1

(95% CI) Observed mean
Adjusted mean1

(95% CI)

Teacher-child relationships 4.34 4.24–4.44a 1.56 1.44–1.68a

Staff-child relationships 4.13 4.03–4.23b 1.52 1.40–1.64a

Mother-child relationships 4.76 4.66–4.86c 2.07 1.94–2.18b

Note. 1Adjusted means are predicted values from regression.
Mixed effects regression was followed with pairwise comparison. Scores with different superscripts are statistically different from each other.
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analysis are presented in Table S3 in the supplemen-
tary material. Consistent with our findings from the
main analysis, teacher-child conflict in 1st grade was
associated with poorer work habits (ß ¼ �.299, SE ¼
.112, p ¼ .007) and less cooperation (ß ¼ �.268, SE
¼ .113, p ¼ .018) in 2nd grade. In addition, children’s
conflict with afterschool staff in 1st grade was associ-
ated with lower social self-control (ß ¼ �.349, SE ¼
.091, p < .001) and more externalizing behaviors in
2nd grade (ß ¼ .299, SE ¼ .094, p ¼ .001). Similar to
what we found in the main analysis, the statistically
significant bivariate correlations between mother-child
relationship and school adjustment were not retained
in the multivariate path model.

In our second robustness check analysis, children’s
relationships with each adult caregiver were examined
in a separate path model to examine if significant asso-
ciations in the joint model were retained. Three path
models were estimated. Results from this analysis are
presented in Table S4 in the supplementary material.
All statistically significant associations in the joint path
model were statistically significant in the separate mod-
els. In addition, three relations that were not statistic-
ally significant in the joint path model in the main
analyses were statistically significant in these models
that were specific to each relationship. Teacher-child
conflict was associated with lower social self-control (ß
¼ �.241, SE ¼ .100, p ¼ .017) and more externalizing
behaviors (ß ¼ .325, SE ¼ .099, p ¼ .001); staff-child
closeness was associated with more externalizing behav-
iors (ß ¼ .219, SE ¼ .081, p ¼ .007).

Sensitivity Analysis

We examined the sensitivity of our results to potential
omitted variable bias using the coefficient of

proportionality method (Dearing & Zachrisson, 2019;
Oster, 2019). Results for work habits, cooperation,
and social self-control appeared highly robust to
potential omitted variables. To nullify the results for
work habits, cooperation, and social self-control, omit-
ted variables would need to be 100% to 250% as
powerful as the combined effects of the 5 observed
covariates and site controls we included in models.
Externalizing behaviors appeared more sensitive to
potential omitted variables. For externalizing behav-
iors, omitted variables would need to be at least 50%
as powerful, in terms of selection bias, as were the
combined selection effects of the 5 observed covariates
and site controls we included in models. For complete
information on sensitivity analyses, see Table S5 in
the supplemental material.

Discussion

Guided by bioecological theory of development
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and Pianta’s (1999)
theorizing of adult-child relationships, the current
study examined the quality of children’s relationships
with classroom teachers, afterschool program staff,
and mothers in 1st grade and their associations with
children’s school adjustment the following year in 2nd

grade. First, we examined the variation in children’s
closeness and conflict with all three key adult care-
givers in 1st grade. Second, we assessed the unique
associations between closeness and conflict with these
three key adults in 1st grade and children’s academic,
social emotional, and behavioral adjustment a year
later when children were in 2nd grade, while control-
ling for a range of child and family characteristics.
Our key findings were as follows: there were lower
levels of closeness and conflict in teacher- and staff-

Table 4. Children’s relationships with classroom teachers, afterschool program staff, and mothers in 1st grade predicting child-
ren’s adjustment at school in 2nd grade.

Academic
performance

p
Work habits

p
Cooperation

p
Assertion

p

Social
self-control

p

Externalizing
behaviors

pß (SE) ß (SE) ß (SE) ß (SE) ß (SE) ß (SE)

Teacher-child closeness �.050(.082) .540 �.042(.093) .649 �.116(.092) .210 .109(.091) .233 �.117(.092) .206 .141(.094) .134
Teacher-child conflict �.152(.099) .126 �.312(.110)** .004 �.282(.115)* .014 �.047(.117) .689 �.046(.113) .686 .139(.117) .235
Staff-child closeness .097(.080) .225 .046(.088) .599 .080(.091) .378 .132(.090) .143 �.040(.091) .658 .159(.091) .080
Staff-child conflict .004(.088) .966 �.005(.099) .958 .098(.098) .317 .132(.098) .179 �.356(.089)*** .000 .306(.093)** .001
Mother-child closeness .032(.084) .705 .085(.095) .369 .056(.093) .552 .065(.094) .493 .143(.090) .113 �.053(.091) .564
Mother-child conflict .089(.087) .305 .024(.097) .806 .019(.097) .842 �.013(.096) .896 �.009(.093) .925 .020(.094) .831
Covariates
Female .041(.076) .590 .090(.086) .296 .056(.086) .510 �.002(.087) .977 �.023(.086) .794 .077(.086) .368
Ethnic minority �.089(.079) .256 �.087(.086) .307 �.153(.085) .074 �.044(.086) .609 �.064(.084) .445 .138(.086) .106
Maternal education .131(.087) .131 .022(.099) .823 .135(.099) .169 .190(.099) .054 �.011(.094) .911 �.053(.097) .584
Woodcock-Johnson score (54 month) .402(.090)*** .000 .128(.101) .206 .030(.103) .773 .045(.099) .647 .122(.095) .198 �.095(.098) .332
Social competence (54 month) .053(.088) .546 .169(.103) .100 .220(.105)* .036 .162(.101) .110 .029(.108) .788 .007(.110) .950
R2 .413 .281 .272 .270 .319 .303

Note. Model fit indices: X2(84) = 128.902, p = .001; CFI= .907; SRMR=.073; RMSEA= .062 (90% CI=.040-.083);
Standardized beta coefficients are presented in the table.
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.
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child relationships compared with mother-child rela-
tionships. When adult-child relationships were exam-
ined in the same model, our hypotheses were partially
supported such that 1st grade teacher-child conflict
was associated with lower scores on work habits and
cooperation in 2nd grade. In addition, staff-child con-
flict in 1st grade was associated with lower social self-
control and more externalizing behaviors in the next
school year.

Variation in Children’s Relationships with
Key Adults

As expected, children’s relationships with classroom
teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers differed in
both closeness and conflict. Specifically, the highest
level of closeness was between children and mothers,
followed by teachers, and then afterschool staff. In
addition, there were higher levels of conflict between
children and mothers than between children and
teachers or afterschool staff. Although previous
research suggests that mother-child relationships pro-
vide a foundation for adult-child relationships in
other settings (e.g., O’Connor, 2010), findings from
the current study suggest that children’s relationships
with adults from different developmental settings are
somewhat unique and context-specific. As is docu-
mented in the literature (Collins et al., 1995), com-
pared with teachers and afterschool program staff,
mothers and children interact over a longer time
across a wider range of activities, which provides
more opportunities for closeness and conflict. In add-
ition, we found that children’s relationships with
adults in more formal educational settings, including
school and afterschool programs, are more similar
than mother-child relationships in terms of relation-
ship quality. In both school and afterschool programs,
adult-child interactions are embedded in organized,
structured settings, where adults are the authority fig-
ures implementing clear rules in group-based settings.
It is possible that children would behave more simi-
larly in these settings than in familial settings.

Associations between Adult-Child Relationships in
1st Grade and Children’s Adjustment at School in
2nd Grade

Aligning with previous research on teacher-child rela-
tionships (Buyse et al., 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001;
Heatly &Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Lee & Bierman, 2018;
Rudasill et al., 2013), the current study found that
children’s relationships with their 1st grade classroom

teachers were related to their work habits and
cooperative behaviors at school one year later when
they were in another teacher’s class. It is likely that
children who share conflictual relationships with their
teachers in 1st grade are at greater risk of developing
negative learning behaviors, which they may carry to
future classrooms. In contrast, we did not find statis-
tically significant associations between teacher-child
relationships and children’s academic performance in
the following year. The null findings on academic out-
comes may be due to the small sample size and the
lack of statistical power to detect associations that are
smaller in size. However, previous research has also
documented less consistent associations with teacher-
child relationships in the academic domain than in
the social and behavioral domains (e.g., Baker, 2006;
Buyse et al., 2009). Nevertheless, this lack of findings
does not mean that teacher-child relationships are not
important for children’s academic performance, as
conflictual relationships may adversely impact teach-
ers’ use of effective instructional practices in the class-
room (White, 2013).

Conflict with afterschool program staff in 1st grade
was also associated with lower social self-control and
higher externalizing behaviors toward peers at school
in 2nd grade. Although we were not able to explore
possible mechanisms underlying the associations
between relationships with afterschool program staff
and children’s adjustment in school, previous research
on afterschool programs provide some potential
explanations. Specifically, researchers find that child-
ren’s relationships with adult staff in afterschool pro-
grams can influence children’s fundamental social
emotional skills that can be easily transferred to class-
rooms (Larson & Brown, 2007; Smith et al., 2014;
Vandell et al., 2005). Extending the existing literature,
the current study provides evidence of the unique role
staff-child relationships may play in promoting child-
ren’s school adjustment by taking into account child-
ren’s relationships with teachers and mothers.
Together with previous research (Pierce et al., 1999,
2010), the current study suggests that different devel-
opmental settings are interrelated in a way such that
children’s relationships with staff in afterschool pro-
grams have important implications for their adjust-
ment at school (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

Different from some previous studies (Pierce et al.,
1999, 2010), we did not find associations between
staff-child relationships and children’s academic per-
formance in school in the following year. This may be
due to the fact that the current study examined those
associations longitudinally after controlling for other
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adult-child relationships, children’s prior adjustment,
and a host of family characteristics. As can be seen
from the bivariate correlation table, staff-child rela-
tionships in 1st grade were associated with children’s
academic performance and work habits in 2nd grade.
However, these links disappeared once we controlled
for children’s prior adjustment and family characteris-
tics in the regression model.

With both classroom teachers and afterschool pro-
gram staff, conflict was related to children’s school
adjustment. Consistent with previous research (Hamre
& Pianta, 2001; Heatly &Votruba-Drzal, 2017), the
current study emphasizes the potential negative impli-
cations of adult-child conflict on social emotional and
behavioral adjustment (Buyse et al., 2009; Hamre &
Pianta, 2001; Lee & Bierman, 2018; Silver et al., 2010).
As indicated by developmental theory, children’s rela-
tionships with key adults in proximal settings lay the
foundation for the development of basic social emo-
tional skills such as attentional regulation and self-
control (Pianta, 1999). When adults share a conflictual
relationship with children, they may use less than
optimal socialization strategies when interacting with
children. Conflictual relationships between adults and
children will also decrease adults’ positive modeling of
self-regulation skills that are critical for adaptive social
and behavioral functioning in school.

In contrast to our findings on conflict, closeness
with teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers in 1st

grade was not associated with any indicator of child-
ren’s school adjustment in 2nd grade. These null find-
ings with closeness is surprising in one respect
because developmental theory (Pianta, 1999) describes
the importance of closeness for children’s develop-
ment. However, previous empirical research that sim-
ultaneously examines both closeness and conflict also
has found more consistent associations between con-
flict compared with closeness (Buyse et al., 2009;
Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal,
2017). One explanation of the differential associations
is that among community or low-risk samples, conflict
with others stands out more as a stressor that can
adversely impact children’s development. Another
possible explanation is that teachers, afterschool staff,
and mothers generally reported high levels of rela-
tional closeness in the current study. The relatively
small variation on the closeness measure also might
have limited our ability to find significant associations
between this variable and children’s
school adjustment.

Findings from the current study have important
implications for researchers, educators, parents, and

policy makers. Though often absent from the litera-
ture, children’s relationships with afterschool staff are
meaningful for children’s social emotional and behav-
ioral adjustment in school. These relationships play a
role above and beyond teacher-child relationships in
the classroom. Therefore, when researchers think
about social processes associated with children’s
adjustment in school, they should not only attend to
proximal processes within the classroom. Instead,
children’s relationships with adults from afterschool
programs and the linkages between afterschool pro-
grams and classrooms should be considered.
Specifically, classroom teachers and afterschool pro-
grams staff can work together to create a “system” or
“ecology” to promote children’s adjustment.

Although mother-child closeness in 1st grade was
related to children’s having high assertion score and
social self-control in 2nd grade in the bivariate correla-
tions, the current study did not find statistically
significant associations between mother-child relation-
ships and children’s adjustment after we controlled
for children’s relationships with the other two adult
caregivers and a host of family and child characteris-
tics. There are multiple potential explanations for the
null findings in the current study. First, from a devel-
opmental perspective, the need for supportive rela-
tionships with adults from educational institutions
such as school and afterschool programs, become
increasingly apparent in elementary school children’s
school success. For parents of children at this age,
their roles are geared more toward facilitating child-
ren’s lives in school. To achieve these specific goals,
parents should engage in more school-related behav-
iors such as homework help and communicating edu-
cational expectations that align well with requirements
in school (Collins et al., 2002). Though we measured
overall relationship quality shared between mothers
and children in the current study, parents’ school-
related behaviors may play a more salient role in
children’s school adjustment (El Nokali, Bachman, &
Votruba-Drzal, 2010; Englund et al., 2004). Second,
the sample in the current study was relatively small,
which may have limited our ability to detect an asso-
ciation between mother-child relationships and child-
ren’s school adjustment. Third, though children’s
relationships with mothers were not directly associ-
ated with school adjustment, it does not mean that
these relationships are not important. Previous
research indicates that parent-child relationships can
predict children’s school adjustment through its
impact on the relationships children build in school
(e.g., Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017; O’Connor, 2010).
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Limitation and Future Directions

The current study used data from a subsample of
NICHD-SECCYD dataset who attended formal five-day-
a-week afterschool programs. This subsample was repre-
sentative of the recruited sample in terms of gender, eth-
nic distribution, and a range of background
characteristics. However, the subsample had higher
maternal education and family incomes than the larger
NICHD-SECCYD sample. The homogeneity of the ana-
lytic sample limits our ability to generalize the findings
in the current study to a more diverse populations. For
example, although we did not find associations between
closeness and children’s school adjustment in the current
study, such associations could be observed in a different
sample. Previous studies found that the presence of close
relationships with adults can function as a protective fac-
tor in preventing developmental problems for children at
greater risk for maladjustment (e.g., Meehan et al., 2003).

Another limitation posed by the sample in the current
study is that we could only focus on a relatively small
sample of children who attended 5-day-a-week after-
school programs. With the sample size (n¼ 137), we
were able to detect associations at or larger than r¼ 0.24
with a power of 0.80 at alpha level of 0.05. This small
sample size might have limited our ability to detect small
effects that could have been detected in a larger sample.
Nevertheless, even with a relatively small sample, our
findings are consistent with previous research highlight-
ing the negative implications of relational conflict
between children and key adult caregivers (e.g., Hamre
& Pianta, 2001; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017).

The current study is one of the first to explore the issue
of interrelatedness across developmental settings by simul-
taneously examining children’s relationships with class-
room teachers, afterschool staff, and mothers. We found
the presence of interrelatedness such that staff-child rela-
tionships were associated with children’s school adjust-
ment in the following year. However, limited by data, we
were not able to explore how connections are built across
settings. As indicated by qualitative research studying
older youth, the presence of a connection between school
and afterschool programs can make a real difference in
youth’s development (Hirsch & Wong, 2005). Considering
the importance of children’s experiences in organized
afterschool programs, it would be of great value to exam-
ine how connections are built between afterschool pro-
grams and schools in promoting children’s development.

Conclusion

Using the bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner
& Morris, 2006), the current study examined adult-child

relationships in 1st grade in relation to children’s school
adjustment in 2nd grade classrooms, controlling for family
background and children’s prior adjustment. Aligning
with previous studies examining teacher-child relation-
ships, we found that teacher-child conflict was particularly
problematic for children’s development of social emo-
tional competences. In addition, the findings suggest that
staff-child conflictual relationships in afterschool pro-
grams may also interrupt the process of positive adjust-
ment in school. We did not find closeness with teachers
or afterschool staff to be positively linked to later school
adjustment. Also, consistent with some other studies, we
found the quality of children’s relationships with their
mothers to be less related to later adjustment at school.

Findings from the current study support the idea that
children develop within interrelated contexts, such that
relational processes in afterschool programs have
important implications for their adjustment in school.
Although educators and researchers may not have con-
sidered the role of afterschool programs together with
traditional school settings, it is time that stakeholders
from schools and afterschool programs communicate
with each other to create a system/ecology of positive
child development. For both parents and afterschool
program providers, findings from the current study
highlight the importance of providing high quality expe-
riences in afterschool programs. Afterschool programs
are not just place for fun. The quality of relationships
children experience in these settings have important
implications for their development in other settings.
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