
Teacher-Child Conflict and Aggressive Behavior in First Grade: The Intervening Role 

of Children’s Feelings About Self and School 

Substantial evidence has been gathered supporting a relation between conflict in early 

teacher-child relationships and future school adjustment difficulties. More specifically, high 

levels of teacher-child conflict have been found to amplify children’s aggressive behavior 

(Doumen et al., 2008). Up to now, however, it remains unclear why these predictive relations 

are found (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In other words, research on the intervening or explaining 

mechanisms is still lacking. The purpose of the present study is to test the intervening 

psychological processes on behalf of the child that may explain how teacher-child conflict 

impacts upon children’s aggressive behavior. Two internal psychological mechanisms are 

considered: children’s feelings about the self (self-esteem) and about school (school liking). 

Regarding self-esteem, attachment theory and symbolic interactionism assume that children 

who feel liked by significant others tend to like themselves more than children who feel 

disliked. This mechanism is assumed to also apply to the relationship with the teacher 

(Henricsson & Rydell, 2004). Regarding school liking, socialization models of development 

suggest that negative relationships with teachers may lead children to be less inclined to adopt 

and internalize teachers' expectations, values, and goals (e.g., Wentzel & Looney, 2007). 

Therefore, children with a conflicted relationship with their teacher are expected to develop a 

more negative attitude toward school. 

One hundred and fifty three children and their teachers from 42 first grade classes 

from 26 schools participated. Mean age of the children (79 boys) was 6.17 years (SD = 0.29) 

at the onset of first grade. Eight out of 42 teachers were male. Data were collected at three 

measurement occasions: Teacher-child conflict (Student-Teacher Relationship Scale, Conflict 

subscale) was measured during the first trimester, self-esteem and school liking during the 

second trimester, and children’s aggressive behavior (Child Behavior Scale, Aggressive 



Behavior subscale) during the first and third trimester. Self-esteem was assessed using three 

child interviews (Puppet Interview, Self-Description Questionnaire, and Pictorial Self-

Evaluation Scale). Children’s were questioned about their school liking using the School 

Liking and Avoidance Questionnaire. All measures had sufficient reliability. Analyses were 

performed for 139 children with complete data. 

First, correlations between all study variables were calculated (Table 1). Next, 

confirmatory factor analyses established the quality of the measurement model and the 

longitudinal invariance of the factor loadings of Aggressive Behavior (RMSEA = .055; 

SRMR = .072; CFI = .98). Finally, the hypothesized indirect effects model was tested and 

showed an adequate fit: RMSEA = .054, SRMR = .078, CFI = .98. As shown in Figure 1, 

teacher-child conflict had a significant indirect effect on changes in children’s aggressive 

behavior across first grade through its effect on children’s self-esteem and school liking 

(when controlling for the concurrent association between conflict and aggressive behavior, 

and the stability of aggressive behavior). The Sobel Test indicated that the indirect effect (� = 

.22) was significant, z = 2.29, p < .05. 



Table 1 

Intercorrelations and Descriptive Statistics of All Study Variables (n = 139) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        

1. T1 Teacher-Child Conflict  1.00       

2. T1 Aggressive Behavior         .45*** 1.00      

3. T2 Self-Esteem (PSES)       -.29***       -.31*** 1.00     

4. T2 Self-Esteem (SDQ) -.05  .10        .36*** 1.00    

5. T2 Self-Esteem (Puppet)     -.22** -.06      .29**       .33*** 1.00   

6. T2 School Liking     -.24** -.11    .19*      .24**  .13 1.00  

7. T3 Aggressive Behavior        .42***        .58***       -.43*** -.12    -.28**    -.28** 1.00 

        

M       1.43 1.13 3.36 3.31 4.24 2.45 1.19 

SD       0.58 0.31 0.51 0.42 1.27 0.43 0.35 

Note. T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2; T3 = Time 3. * p < .05.** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

PSES = Pictorial Self-Esteem Scale. SDQ = Self Description Questionnaire. Puppet = Puppet Interview 



Figure 1. Structural model of relationships between teacher-child conflict and children’s aggressive behavior at Time 1, children’s self-esteem 

and school liking at Time 2, and children’s aggressive behavior at Time 3. Standardized path coefficients are shown. R2 indicates the amount of 

variance explained in the constructs at Time 2 and Time 3. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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