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Relationships with children with special educational needs can be emotionally challenging
for teachers and conflicts may negatively impact both children and teachers. Beginning
teachers in particular may struggle with negative teacher-child relationships and the
emotions these invoke. A first step in coping with relationship difficulties with specific
children is increasing the teacher’s awareness and understanding of relational themes and
emotions in the relationship with that specific child. Therefore, this multiple case
intervention study examined the effects of LLInC (Leerkracht Leerling Interactie
Coaching in Dutch, or: Teacher Student Interaction Coaching) in a sample of six
student teachers in their final internship. LLInC is a relationship-focused coaching
program using narrative interview techniques to facilitate in-depth reflection on teacher-
child relationships. The intervention aims to foster teachers’ awareness of (negative)
internalized emotions and beliefs in order to improve closeness and positive affect, and
to reduce conflict and negative affect in teacher-child relationships. Participants repeatedly
reported on their perceptions of the teacher-child relationship and on emotions in relation
to a specific child before and after the LLInC intervention, which consisted of two one-on-
one sessions with a coach. Visual between- and within-phases analyses revealed
differential intervention effects across teachers on the development of teacher-child
relationship quality and relationship emotions. For all teachers, except for one, positive
effects were found on feelings of joy and perceptions of closeness. Preventive effects
(i.e., stopping downward trends) were more often observed for competence-based and
relationship-based emotions and perceptions (competence, commitment, closeness) than
for basic emotions (joy, anger, worry). Although further research is needed, the results
highlight the potential of LLInC in influencing pre-service teachers’ child-specific emotions
and relationship perceptions. Directions for future research and implications for teacher
education are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Relationships with children with special educational needs can be
emotionally challenging for teachers (Hargreaves, 2000; Breeman
et al., 2014). Conflictual relationships can negatively impact both
children and teachers (McGrath and Van Bergen, 2015; Evans
et al., 2019). Beginning teachers in particular may struggle with
negative teacher-child relationships and the emotions these
invoke (Pillen et al., 2013; Kelchtermans and Deketelaere,
2016). A first step in successfully coping with relationship
difficulties with specific children is increasing teachers’
awareness and understanding of relational themes and
experienced emotions in the relationship with that specific
child. For this purpose, LLInC was developed (Leerkracht
Leerling Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or: Teacher Student
Interaction Coaching). LLInC is a coaching program for
teachers that is aimed at improving teacher-child relationships.
As it is necessary that teachers develop this awareness of
relational themes and emotions already during their education,
so that they are prepared for the relational challenges that are
inherent to teaching children with special educational needs, the
present study examined the effects of LLInC on teacher-child
relationships in a volunteer sample of student teachers during
their internship in special education schools.

THE TEACHER-CHILDRELATIONSHIP AND
TEACHER EMOTIONS

The importance of positive teacher-child relationships, both for
the development of children (e.g., McGrath and Van Bergen,
2015; Roorda et al., 2017) and the well-being of teachers (e.g., Zee
et al., 2017; Aldrup et al., 2018; Corbin et al., 2019), is well-
established. Research on teacher-child relationships has been
largely guided by two frameworks, self-determination theory
and the extended attachment perspective [for reviews, see
Kincade et al. (2020); McGrath and Van Bergen (2015);
Roorda et al. (2017)]. Self-determination theory states that
three needs, the need for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, have to be fulfilled in order for children to be able
to truly engage in a task (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan and Deci, 2000).
In this light, the teacher-child relationship has been identified as
an important lever to fulfill children’s need for relatedness and
thus support their school engagement (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan and
Deci, 2000). Within the extended attachment perspective, the
teacher-child relationship is conceptualized using three
dimensions: closeness, conflict and dependency (Pianta, 2001).
In a positive, effective relationship the teacher functions as a
“secure base” and “safe haven” for children, allowing them to
explore the world and supporting their further social, emotional
and academic development (Pianta, 1999; Verschueren and
Koomen, 2012). However, it is not always evident for teachers
to build a positive, close relationship with each child. Teachers
experience both positive (e.g., joy, connectedness) and negative
(e.g., anger, helplessness) emotions in relationships with children
(Hargreaves, 2000; Cross and Hong, 2012; Hagenauer et al., 2015;
de Ruiter et al., 2019; Frenzel et al., 2020). These emotions

strongly impact teachers’ interactions with their children:
joyful expressions tend to serve as an invitation for positive
interactions, whereas anger may invoke a willingness to
control the child’s behavior (Frenzel et al., 2009). Teachers’
emotions thus guide teachers’ responses to individual children
and eventually have an important impact on children’s learning,
classroom climate, and the overall quality of education (Frenzel
et al., 2009; Malm, 2009; Kelchtermans and Deketelaere, 2016;
Chen, 2019). Being aware of these emotions and having the
necessary skills to cope with negative emotions is crucial for
building close teacher-child relationships.

Research indicates that beginning teachers and teachers
working with children with special educational needs are
particularly prone to negative emotions and are more likely to
experience conflict in their teacher-child relationships
(Kelchtermans and Deketelaere, 2016; Zee et al., 2020;
Zendarski et al., 2020; Roorda et al., 2021). Scholars have
suggested that teachers are often not sufficiently prepared for
the emotional and relational aspects of working with (special
needs) children (Stempien and Loeb, 2002; Brunsting et al., 2014;
Jo, 2014; Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019; Aspelin et al., 2021). To date,
teacher education programs primarily focus on formal (subject)
knowledge and teaching skills, and pay far less attention to
relational and emotional competencies that are necessary for
building positive relationships with children (Jensen et al., 2015;
Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019). Additionally, teacher education has
been criticized for focusing too much on theory and might not
offer sufficient opportunities for pre-service teachers to “bridge
the gap” with their practice (Korthagen, 2010a; 2010b). There is a
great need for “programs emphasizing adequate care of teacher
emotions, especially in relation to children (Jo, 2014, p.128).”

IMPROVING RELATIONSHIPS: TARGETING
TEACHERS’ MENTAL REPRESENTATIONS

The literature suggests that it are teachers’mental representations
of relationships with children that guide their emotions in
everyday interactions with children. Mental relationship
representations comprise a set of internalized feelings and
cognitions about the child and the relationships with that
child that are based on a history of interactions with that child
(Pianta, 1999; Spilt et al., 2011). More specifically, this mental
representation consists of internalized mental representations of
1) the characteristics and needs of the child, 2) the self as a teacher
of this student in various teaching roles (e.g., caregiver, instructor,
disciplinarian, organizer, peer mediator), and 3) the quality of the
dyadic relationship with that child (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Pianta,
1999; Spilt and Koomen, 2009). A teacher’s mental representation
is automatically activated in everyday interactions with a child
and guides (largely unconsciously) the teacher’s perceptions and
interpretations of a particular child’s behavior. This, in turn,
influences the behavior of the teacher toward the child. In
layman’s terms, the internalized mental representation of the
relationship is like a map for the teacher, providing internal
“directions” that guide their interpersonal behavior in everyday
interactions with a child (Pianta, 1999). This line of reasoning
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converges with the attachment theory of caregiver-child
relationships and has become the dominant framework for the
understanding of teacher-child relationships in current research
(Sabol and Pianta, 2012; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012).

Teachers’ mental representations of relationships with
children can be narrow, negative, and fixed, especially in
relationships with children with problem behavior (e.g., “This
student is always trying to make me angry”). Such maladaptive
mental representations may activate negative emotions and
biased or hostile causal attributions of child behavior
(i.e., attributing control and negative intent to the student) in
everyday interactions. Maladaptive mental representations may
decrease teachers’ sensitivity to children’s needs, resulting in
ineffective discipline strategies and increasingly coercive
interactions (e.g., Stuhlman and Pianta, 2002). As a result,
child problem behavior may increase. A vicious circle is likely
to develop in which child problem behavior, in turn, reinforces
the negative content of teachers’ mental representations and
ineffective teacher behavior, and vice versa (c.f., Pianta, 1999;
Doumen et al., 2008; de Ruiter et al., 2020). To break this circle, it
is necessary to intervene at the level of the teacher’s
representations of the relationship with the child. Teacher
awareness of maladaptive mental representations and how
these representations influence everyday interactions is a first
critical step for successful coping with relationship difficulties and
may be achieved through explicit, guided reflection (Pianta,
1999).

LLINC: A RELATIONSHIP-FOCUSED
REFLECTION METHOD FOR TEACHERS

To help teachers cope with relationship difficulties, it is important
that teachers become aware of underlying implicit feelings and
beliefs that are part of their mental representations of teacher-
child relationships. Broad and deep reflection, including the
recognition and re-examination of both negative and positive
beliefs and feelings regarding a child, can create a rich
opportunity to increase teachers’ relational understanding and
professional learning (Kelchtermans, 2019). In educational
research, narratives are often used as a mean for reflection and
professional development of in-service and preservice teachers
(Kelchtermans, 2014).

To stimulate reflection on internalized beliefs and feelings,
Pianta (1999) indicated that consultation needs to start with the
teacher narrating the mental representation. The teacher needs to
put words to internalized feelings and beliefs of which they may
only subconsciously be aware. Through the construction of a
narrative, teachers are challenged to go from implicit beliefs to
explicit thoughts, from unawareness and taken-for-granted ideas
to self-knowledge and reflection (Clemente and Ramírez, 2008;
Kelchtermans, 2014). Pianta (1999) suggested that the Teacher
Relationship Interview (TRI), a semi-structured narrative
interview, can help a teacher to construct such a relationship
narrative. A second step in consultation is to provide the teacher
with a new perspective or framework to invoke a deeper
understanding of their relationship with a child (Pianta, 1999).

To this end, Pianta (1999) suggests that the consultant or coach
presents a theory-based perspective that labels the teacher’s
narrative of the relationship in a new way. By adding new
information or a new perspective, the teacher is challenged to
reconsider the narrative and to re-engage in the process of
reflection. In addition, by linking everyday experiences to
theoretical constructs the pedagogical understanding is
strengthened. LLInC is based on this idea of guided
construction of a relationship narrative as a basis for reflection
and change. The goals of this type of intervention are to create a
representation of the relationship with a child that a) is flexible
and differentiated, b) is positive in tone or at least balanced
between positive and negative emotions, and c) reflects a sense of
agency by increasing feelings of competence as well as perceived
impact on the child (Pianta, 1999). These changes in teachers’
mental relationship representations are believed to result in more
positive, open, and flexible teacher behavior (Pianta, 1999; Spilt
et al., 2012).

Recent research provided first evidence for the potential of
LLInC among (regular) kindergarten and elementary school
teachers. Spilt et al. (2012) found that LLInC improved the
sensitive behavior of teachers towards individual children with
externalizing behavior problems. LLInC was also shown to
increase teachers’ perceptions of closeness and self-efficacy and
decrease perceptions of conflict in relationships with individual
children with whom the teachers at first experienced relationship
difficulties (Bosman et al., 2021). In addition, LLInC has been
tested as part of the multi-component intervention Key2Teach
based on the idea that changing implicit mental representations is
a necessary condition for improving teacher-child relationships.
Key2Teach was shown to increase closeness and decrease conflict
in relationships with children with externalizing problem
behavior (Hoogendijk et al., 2019). The intervention also had
positive effects on teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and reduced
emotional exhaustion (Hoogendijk et al., 2018). However, no
research to date has investigated how LLInCmay be implemented
in teacher education to prepare student teachers for working with
(special needs) children.

THE CURRENT STUDY

Answering the call of several scholars to address emotional and
relational competencies in teacher training (Jo, 2014; Jensen
et al., 2015; Korpershoek et al., 2016; Blömeke and Kaiser, 2017;
Aspelin and Jonsson, 2019), this study is the first to examine
how an existing intervention targeting teacher-child
relationships can be implemented in teacher education. As
teachers working with children with special educational
needs are more prone to experience conflict in their
relationships (Breeman et al., 2014; Roorda et al., 2021), the
study focused on student teachers in a specialized program for
teaching in special education. The aim of this study was to
explore the impact of LLInC on student teachers’ relationships
with children during their internship. To this end, the current
study adopted a multiple single case design including six cases.
A multiple single-case time-series study, with multiple
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measurements both before (pre-intervention phase) and after
the intervention (post-intervention phase), is an appropriate
study method to obtain empirical data about intervention
efficacy in educational settings (Borckardt et al., 2008;
Kratochwill, 2015). The current study included six student
teachers with a professional bachelor’s degree enrolled in a 1-
year specialized education program for teaching in special
education. During their final internship, data were collected
(on internship days) about teachers’ feelings and perceptions
of their relationship with a (self-chosen) target child. The
intervention was scheduled halfway the internship.

We expected that teachers’ positive emotions and positive
relationship perceptions would increase and that their negative
emotions and negative relationship perceptions would decrease
after the intervention.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Design
The study adopted a multiple single case design. A two-phase AB
design, including multiple measures before and after the
intervention, was implemented (Kratochwill, 2015).

Sample
Six student teachers participated voluntarily in the project during
their internship in special education schools. The internship
involved two teaching days a week over a period of 4 months.
All six participating teachers had already obtained a professional
bachelor’s degree (four teachers had a Bachelor in Teaching, one
teacher had a Bachelor in Speech Therapy and one in Social

Work; these last two also held a postgraduate teaching degree).
All of them were now enrolled as students in a 1-year specialized
program for teaching children with special educational needs.
Researchers nor coaches were associated with the program. All
teachers were female and born in Belgium. They were between 21
and 24 years old. All target children were boys and were born in
Belgium, except for one child who was born in Albania. The
children were between 5 and 13 years old. More detailed
information on each student teacher and target child is
provided in Table 1.

Procedure
The study consisted of four phases (Figure 1): introduction and
selection phase, pre-intervention phase, intervention phase, and
post-intervention phase. Before the start of the project, the
researchers contacted the teachers to obtain background
information and inform them about the procedures. Two
weeks into the internship, teachers chose a child with whom
they experienced a more difficult relationship or felt no genuine
contact. Both the teachers and parents of the target children
completed an informed consent form. A daily questionnaire was
administrated on internship days (two adjacent days a week) in
the pre- and post-intervention phase during approximately
5 weeks in each phase. The intervention phase consisted of
two sessions.

Instruments
Background Variable
Teacher-Child Relationship
To describe the cases (Table 1), the teachers completed a
questionnaire in the pre-intervention phase about their

TABLE 1 | Overview of detailed information of each teacher and target child.
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perceptions of their relationship with the target child. Teacher-
child relationship quality was measured by the well-validated
Student Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS, Koomen et al., 2007;
Pianta, 2001). Two scales were administered: Closeness (11 items,
e.g., “I share an affectionate, warm relationship with this child”;
α � 0.93) and Conflict (11 items, e.g., “Dealing with this child
drains my energy”; α � 0.94). The items were completed on a 5-
point Likert scale ranging from “not at all applicable” 1) to “highly
applicable” (5). Norm scores (M � 10, SD � 3) are reported along
with their qualitative interpretation (Dutch norm group, see
Koomen et al., 2007) in Table 1.

Outcome Variables
On each internship day of the pre- and post-intervention phase, a
link to the online questionnaire (Limesurvey) was sent via e-mail
to collect the teachers’ reports of emotions and relationship
perceptions (Bolger et al., 2003). Mean scores across the two
internship days per week were calculated to obtain scores per
week. Outcome variables were chosen to represent the goals of
LLInC, and thus to include both positive and negative emotions
and relationship perceptions, as well as to reflect the teachers’
sense of agency.

Emotions
Teachers had to answer the following question: “In the list below,
you see several emotions which you may have experienced during
the day. Please mark for each emotion to what extent you have felt
that emotion in interaction with the target child.” Items were
rated on a scale from “(almost) not” 1) to “very strongly” (5).
Eight emotions were selected. First, the most basic emotions in
everyday life, joy, anger, and worry (more appropriate and less
strong equivalent for anxiety) were included (Frenzel et al., 2015).
To cover emotions often experienced by (beginning) teachers,
helplessness, competency, and doubt/insecurity were included
(Spilt and Koomen, 2009; Pillen et al., 2013; Ria et al., 2003).
These emotions also reflect teachers’ sense of agency and
competence (cf. goals of LLInC). In addition, two relationship-
focused emotions were included: connectedness and commitment
(Pianta, 1999; Chang and Davis, 2009; Spilt et al., 2011).

Relationship Perceptions
Four items were included to measure teachers’ perceptions of
their relationship with the individual child. Two items selected
from the STRS (Pianta, 2001; Koomen et al., 2007) measured
closeness (“Today, I shared an affectionate, warm relationship
with this child“ and “My interactions with this child on this day

made me feel effective and confident,” α � 0.74). Two items
measured conflict (“Dealing with this child drained my energy
today” and “This day, this child did things that I did not know how
to handle,” α � 0.86). The first conflict itemwas also taken from the
STRS. The second item was taken from the Teacher-perceived
Control of Child Behavior (TCCB, Hammarberg and Hagekull,
2002). For both closeness and conflict, the first item primarily
targeted the valence of teachers’ relationship perceptions, whereas
the latter item rather focused on teachers’ sense of agency and
competence in their interactions with the child. The items were
completed on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “not at all
applicable” 1) to “highly applicable” (5).

LLInC Intervention
LLInC (Leerkracht Leerling Interactie Coaching in Dutch, or:
Teacher Student Interaction Coaching) is a Dutch coaching
program for teachers aimed at improving individual teacher-
child relationships. This intervention uses relationship-focused
reflection as a means to elicit change in a teacher’s relationship
representation and was previously referred to as the
“Relationship-Focused Reflection Program” (Spilt et al., 2012).
LLInC was individually administered by two university master’s
students who were extensively trained to this purpose by the
researchers. The coaching consisted of two one-on-one sessions
with the teacher of about 1 hour.

Session 1: A first critical step in the reflection process is “to give
words” to internalized cognitions and emotions, and to have the
teacher construct a narrative of the relationship with the child in
order to create awareness. To this end, the Teacher Relationship
Interview was conducted (TRI, Pianta, 1999; Dutch version,
Koomen and Lont, 2004). The TRI is a semi-structured,
narrative interview that contains 12 questions referring to
teachers’ interpersonal experiences with the target child (e.g.,
“Describe a time in the last week when you and the child really
clicked”) and takes approximately 30–40min. The teachers were
asked to give real-life examples and to be as specific as possible.
Follow-up questions prompt teachers to describe recent (everyday)
situations and to describe the emotions of both themselves and the
child in these situations. Because teachers are asked to provide
detailed descriptions of events that actually happened, it is
relatively easy and non-threatening for them to talk about the
(sometimes intense) emotions they felt during that event.

After this session, coaches summarize and label the narrated
experiences, beliefs, and feelings of the teacher in more general,
theory-based terms. The labels that are used are derived from the
TRI manual (Pianta, 1999; Spilt and Koomen, 2009): four labels

FIGURE 1 | Overview study (week 1–week 15).
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refer to the teacher’s beliefs on interacting with the child,
including teacher’s self-efficacy toward an individual child,
(i.e., sensitivity of discipline, secure base, perspective taking,
and intentionality) and four labels reflect the teacher’s feelings
about the child and the relationship with the child (i.e., feelings of
helplessness, negative affect, positive affect, and neutralizing of
negative affect). The use of these labels to describe the quality of
teacher-child relationships has been validated in regular as well as
special education (cf. Stuhlman and Pianta, 2002; Spilt and
Koomen, 2009; Koenen et al., 2019). The labels are presented
in a bar graph as a unique “relational profile.” A large bar
indicates that the construct is very present in the teacher’s
narrative and can be considered a strength of the relationship.
A small bar, in contrast, indicates a weakness in the relationship.

Session 2: In the second session, coaches present teachers this
individual “relationship profile” and explain for each label why
the teacher received either a high, a middle or a low bar. The
coaches invite teachers to reflect on the profile, to agree or
disagree, and, if wanted, to change the profile in accordance
with their own beliefs. Teachers are further encouraged to draw
an “ideal” (but still realistic) profile and to reflect on discrepancies
between the presented profile and the “ideal” profile. Change talk
is stimulated by coaches asking teachers what is needed to narrow
the gap between the actual and ideal profile. Coaches ask teachers
what their specific focus will be, what the effects of the envisaged
change would be on the child and on themselves (to stimulate
motivation for change), what concrete actions they can take to
realize the change, and what they need to achieve the change.
Teachers are encouraged to take notes during this session.

Analysis
Data were analyzed at the single-subject level to model the
intra-individual development of teachers’ emotions in and
perceptions of the relationship with the target child. Visual
between- and within-phases analyses were conducted (Lane
and Gast, 2014; Tarlow et al., 2021). Per teacher, median-level
differences between the pre-and post-intervention phases
were calculated and trend lines within the phases were
compared for each outcome variable to see if the
intervention initiated positive developments or
counteracted (stabilized or reversed) negative trends.
Missing data due to absences of the child or the teacher (as
reported in Table 1) were not replaced, as this could distort
visual analyses.

RESULTS

Table 2 presents a summary of the calculations of teachers’
emotions and relationship perceptions across the pre-and
post-intervention phase, per teacher. The extensive tables as
well as graphical displays of these results can be found in the
Supplementary Material.

Teacher A
For teacher A, we found one median level difference between the
phases in the expected direction: the teacher felt more committed

to the child after the intervention. Six out of ten unexpected
effects (i.e., negative intervention effects) were found: the teacher
felt less joyful, less connected, less competent, perceived less
closeness, was more worried, and perceived more conflict after
the intervention.

However, when looking at the trend lines (i.e., median level
change within phases, see Supplementary Figure S2) before and
after the intervention, we found six positive trends: an increase in
joy, connectedness, competency, and closeness after the
intervention was observed. In addition, the decrease in
commitment and the increase in conflict before the intervention
were stabilized after the intervention.Worry, anger, insecurity, and
helplessness remained (quite) stable during the study. Although the
median effects between phases were opposite as to what we
expected, the results suggested that the intervention positively
impacted the teacher through reversing or stabilizing the
negative development in emotions and perceptions that was
seen before the intervention. Thus, the intervention yielded a
preventive effect for this teacher-child dyad.

Teacher B
For teacher B, we found median level differences between the
phases in the expected direction for all 10 outcomes. This
suggested that the intervention was very effective for this
teacher. Unfortunately, no trend lines after the intervention
could be calculated due to too few measurements.

Teacher C
For teacher C, we found median level differences between the
phases in the expected direction for seven of the 10 outcomes: the
teacher felt more joyful and competent, felt less angry, helpless,
and insecure, and perceived more closeness and less conflict. No
unexpected or negative effects were found.

When looking at the trend lines before and after the
intervention (Supplementary Figure S6), we found five
positive trends and five (small) negative trends. The
intervention could not counteract the negative trends in the
basic emotions but did positively change the trends in
connectedness, commitment, helplessness as well as in the
perception of closeness. The results suggest a more mixed
profile and raise the question whether the initial positive
effects in the first half of the post-intervention phase are
unstable or fading away. It is interesting that despite negative
trends for the basic emotions (small decrease in joy and small
increase of anger and worry), the intervention initiated a
substantial increase in commitment and halted the downward
development in closeness and connectedness. This indicated a
positive impact of the intervention on the teacher’s relationship-
specific emotions and perceptions.

Teacher D
For teacher D, we found median level differences between the
phases in the expected direction for five of the 10 outcomes: the
teacher felt more joyful, perceived more closeness, and felt less
worried, angry, and helpless after the intervention. Two
unexpected effects were found: a decrease in feeling connected
and a (small) increase in perceived conflict were observed.
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Overall, the positive effects of the intervention appeared more
prominent.

Unfortunately, no trend lines after the intervention could be
calculated due to too few measurements.

Teacher E
For teacher E, we found positive median level pre-post differences
for seven of the 10 outcomes: the teacher felt more joyful,
competent, connected, committed, and close, and less worried
and insecure after the intervention. No unexpected median level
differences were found. Looking at the trend lines before and after
the intervention (Supplementary Figure S10), we found four
positive trends for commitment, competency, insecurity, and

closeness. In addition, four (small) negative trends were found
for joy, worry, connectedness, and conflict. This suggests a more
mixed profile and raises the question whether the initial positive
effects in the first half of the post-intervention phase are unstable
or fading away. Again, it is interesting that despite negative trends
in the development of basic emotions, the intervention yielded an
increase in competency and closeness and could stop the decrease
in commitment and insecurity.

Teacher F
For teacher F, we found positive median level pre-post differences
for seven of the 10 outcomes: the teacher felt more joyful,
connected, committed, competent, and close, and reported less

TABLE 2 | Summary of the results of median level differences and trend lines of the 10 outcome variables for each teacher separately.
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anger and conflict after the intervention. One negative effect was
found: the teacher felt more worried after the intervention.

When looking at the trend lines pre- and postintervention
(Supplementary Figure S12), we found one distinct positive
effect on the development of anger and three negative effects on
the development of worry, competency, and closeness. Together,
this suggests both positive and negative intervention effects.

DISCUSSION

Relationships with children are an important source of various
positive and negative teacher emotions. Beginning teachers are
more prone to experience negative emotions in teacher-child
interactions and can have difficulties establishing close
relationships, particularly in special education settings. Negative
emotions and conflictual relationships can in turn undermine
teachers’ sensitivity to the specific needs of children and endanger
the well-being of both the child and the teacher. Teacher training
programs need to prepare teachers for the emotional and relational
challenges of teaching. To this end, we investigated the effects of
LLInC, a relationship-focused coaching method, on teacher-child
relationships in a sample of volunteer student teachers enrolled in a
training program for special education.

LLInC: Guided Exploration of Emotions in
the Relationship With a Child
The results indicated that the intervention affected all teacher-
child relationships, either by improving relationship quality
(Teacher B), preventing or stopping declines in relationship
quality (Teacher A and Teacher C), or by inducing both
positive and negative effects (Teacher D, Teacher E, and
Teacher F). For all teachers, except for Teacher A, positive
effects were found on feelings of joy and perceptions of
closeness. Preventive effects (i.e., stopping downward trends)
were more often observed for competence-based and
relationship-based emotions and perceptions (e.g., competence,
commitment, closeness) than for basic emotions (e.g., joy, anger,
worry).

For some teachers we found a mix of both positive and
negative effects. Importantly, increases in negative emotions
and perceptions such as worry and conflict may not
necessarily be negative for the teacher-child relationship as
long as they are accompanied with (increases in) positive
emotions, which was the case in our sample. Reflection may
result in the recognition and/or release of negative emotions that
were previously hidden or denied by the teacher. Increases in for
instance worry can perhaps be explained by more awareness of
the troubles in the relationship due to the insights of the
intervention. Spilt et al. (2012) also found mixed intervention
effects for a small subset of teachers who improved in observed
sensitive behavior in interactions with the target child but at the
same time reported more conflict. Bosman et al. (2019) reported
mixed results for teachers’ perceptions of conflict but found quite
consistent effects of LLInC on closeness. Moreover, LLInC does
not aim to avoid negative feelings and perceptions but strives to

accept both the “good and the bad” in the relationship. LLInC
aims to create a balance between positive and negative emotions
and promotes a differentiated and flexible understanding of the
relationship with the child (Pianta, 1999), in such way that the
teacher can receive the child, is able to recognize and respond to
the child’s signals, and is committed to the relationship with the
child in spite of difficulties.

The results revealed differential intervention effects across
teachers. Teacher B, for example, showed positive results on
all outcomes. Interestingly, this teacher reported a very high
level of conflict with the target child at the start of the study.
In contrast, Teacher A showed a less straightforward patterns of
results. At the start of the intervention, Teacher A reported low
levels of both closeness and conflict, which suggests a “distant”
relationship with the target child. A distant relationship between
teacher and child is typically characterized by an absence of
prominent feelings and proximate interactions (Spilt and
Koomen, 2009). In addition, Teacher A reported declining
relationship patterns, which however, could be partly stopped or
reversed through the intervention. LLInC may thus have had a
preventive effect but the intervention may not have been extensive
enough to truly improve the teacher-child relationship. More
research is needed to investigate for which relationship types
and problems LLInC may yield the best outcomes.

Implications for Teacher Education
As scholars advocate the need to better “care” for teacher emotions by
preparing student teachers for the emotional-relational dimension of
teaching children (Jo, 2014; Jensen et al., 2015), this study examined
how LLInC can help student teachers understand their relational
experiences with children during their final internship. Student
teachers were engaged in a reflective process on their relationship
with a self-chosen “challenging” child. Through narrative
construction by reflection on concrete events and associated
(negative) emotions, and by making the connection between their
everyday experiences and theoretical concepts, guided by a coach,
LLInCmay facilitate the transfer from theory to practice. In this way,
we expect that student teachers will be better prepared for the
emotional-relational challenges inherent to teaching when they
enter the profession. Results of the study highlight the potential of
implementing existing interventions in teacher education. One other
intervention targeting teacher-child relationships is Playing-2-gether
(Vancraeyveldt et al., 2015), which was adapted and successfully
integrated in to a pre-primary teacher education program (Huyse
et al., 2016). In the same way, LLInC could be adapted and integrated
into the program and support all pre-service teachers in reflecting on
their teacher-child relationships.

Limitations and Future Research
This multiple case study provides new evidence for the
effectiveness of LLInC among student teachers. However,
some methodological limitations must be considered in
weighing the results. Due to the constraints of the
educational program (short length of the internship and low
intensity, i.e., 2 days a week) it was not possible to collect daily
measurements, examine transfer effects to teacher behavior, or
to conduct follow-up research to examine long-term (or sleeper)
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effects. In addition, because LLInC was presented as an extra to
the educational program, a randomized controlled trial was not
possible and student teachers participated voluntary, which may
have impacted the results. Furthermore, the intensity of the
intervention should be considered. The participants’ feedback
after the study suggested extending LLInC with a follow-up
session to discuss and evaluate the improvements they experienced
in their work with the child. Although there is ample evidence that
brief reflective exercises targeting beliefs and feelings of children
can induce lasting change (cf., Yeager andWalton, 2011), for some
teachers, more sessions may have yielded stronger results. In
previous research, two target children instead of one child were
selected, resulting in a total of four intervention sessions (Spilt et al.,
2012; Bosman et al., 2019; Bosman et al., 2021). In this way,
teachers could recognize similarities and differences in the
relationships with different children. This might deepen the
reflective process and may help teachers to distinguish between
unique elements in each relationship versus the teacher’s personal
style of relating to children (e.g., Spilt et al., 2012). Notably,
(Bosman et al., 2019) only found improvements in daily
measurements for the second selected child. However, due to
the length of the internship it was not possible to implement
four intervention sessions in this study. Future research needs to
examine the implementation and effectiveness of LLInC in
internship programs in multiple teacher programs including all
internship students.

CONCLUSION

Relationships with children are a primary source of (sometimes
intense) positive and negative teacher emotions. This is particularly
true for beginning teachers, who can have difficulties building close
relationships or coping with conflictual relationships with children,
especially in special education settings. Scholars have repeatedly
suggested that teacher education programs do not focus sufficiently
on teachers’ relational and emotional competencies. We
investigated the potential of LLInC to be implemented during
pre-service teachers’ final internship in special education. Results
revealed differential intervention effects on pre-service teachers’
emotions and their perceptions of teacher-child relationships.
Notably, the intervention affected all teacher-child relationships,
either by improving relationship quality, preventing or stopping
declines in relationship quality, or by inducing a combination of
positive and negative effects. Further research is needed to
investigate these differential effects across teachers and

relationship types. Through guided reflection and connecting
everyday internships experiences and theoretical concepts, LLInC
might offer pre-service teachers a unique chance to bridge the gap
between theory and practice. The integration of LLInC might
strengthen teacher education programs in preparing future
teachers for the emotional and relational challenges that are
inherent to teaching.
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