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Abstract— The present study explores the extent to which maternal attachment and teacher-student attachment-like 
relationships contribute to explaining the psychosocial and behavioral adaptation of students with disabilities in school. 
Participants included 65 dyads of Israeli homeroom teachers and their students with disabilities (mean age=10.9) (LD, 
ADHD, LD/ADHD comorbidity). Students attended regular schools and received assistance from integration teachers. 
Students were assessed based on the maternal attachment security scale and on appraisal of the teacher as a secure base. 
Homeroom teachers were appraised on the student-teacher security scale. Third-party teachers reported on students’ school 
adaptation. Six hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to assess the contribution of students’ attachment 
characteristics to their school adaptation. Results indicated that beyond the disability factor and age, teacher-student secure 
relationships reduced the students’ problems with self-regulation, learning difficulties, and externalizing behavior, and 
improved frustration tolerance and task orientation. Implications for the role of teachers of students with disabilities are 
discussed.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
A large number of studies conducted among 
schoolchildren have shown that children whose 
relationships with their parents are characterized as 
secure rather than insecure generally demonstrate 
better psychosocial adaption to the school 
environment [17] and fewer behavior problems [23]. 
Findings also indicate that students who receive 
emotional support from their teachers demonstrate 
better task-oriented cooperative engagement in the 
classroom and higher learning competence skills, and 
are better accepted by their peers [6], [16], [26] than 
are students who have a less positive relationship 
with their teachers [14], [26]. At the same time, few 
studies have investigated the role of teacher-student 
relationship among schoolchildren with disabilities 
[2]. Difficulties in psychosocial adjustment are 
characteristic of school-age children who are broadly 
defined as having learning disabilities (LD) and 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) [13], 
[10] therefore, a positive relationship with the teacher 
is particularly important for the adaptive functioning 
of such students in school [22].  
The present study    
The present study is a part of a larger research 
investigating the effect of attachment characteristics 
of students with disabilities on their day-to-day 
student-teacher attachment-like relationship with their 
homeroom teachers [12]. In the present paper we 
report on a subset of the results, regarding the 
contribution of the quality of the attachment-like 
relationship between teachers and students with 
disabilities to the explanation of those students’ 
psychosocial school adaptation, beyond the 

contribution accounted for by children's disability. 
Consistent with the longer engagement of children 
with their mothers than with their fathers, the 
connection between mother and child is often more 
robust than that between father and child, which 
affects the child’s attachment relationships and 
functioning [24]. According to Cassidy [8], negative 
emotion regulation is a central characteristic of 
mother-child attachment relationships. Therefore, we 
examined whether among students with disabilities as 
well, maternal attachment shows a distinct 
contribution to the explanation of the students’ 
internalized problem behavior. To avoid relying on 
homeroom teacher and student reports in assessing 
both predictor and criterion variables, we asked the 
students’ special-subject teachers to act as 
experienced professional third-party observers 
reporting on the students’ school adaptation. Studies 
of teacher-student relationships have suggested that 
teacher’ perceptions of their relationships with 
students and of the students’ adaptation at school may 
be affected by the students’ demographic and 
biological attributes such as age, gender, disability, 
socio-economic and family background, and difficult 
life events [3], [22]. Therefore, we controlled 
statistically for these influences. 
 
Hypotheses 
We hypothesized that (H-I) the maternal attachment 
security of students with disabilities explains the 
variance in the students’ internalizing problem 
behavior, beyond the students' disabilities factor; and 
(H-II) both teachers’ and students’ perceptions of 
their day-to-day attachment-like relationships explain 
the variance in the psychosocial and behavioral 
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school adaptation of students with disabilities, 
beyond their disabilities.  
 
II. METHOD 
 
Participants  
The sample included 65 dyads of homeroom teacher-
student with disabilities (receiving special assistance 
from "integration teachers" during school hours), 
49.25% males, 25 having LD (13 boys, 12 girls), 20 
ADHD (10 boys, 10 girls), and 20 comorbidity of LD 
and ADHD (10 boys, 10 girls). The teacher sample 
consisted of 65 experienced female teachers with 
masters-level education from 61 public schools. 
According to the policy of the Israeli Ministry of 
Education, LD diagnosis is based on criteria of the 
DSM 4th ed. [5], and an evaluation conducted by a 
psycho-educational professional. The students' 
ADHD diagnosis was based on a comprehensive 
clinical diagnostic assessment by pediatricians or 
psychiatrists/ neurologists specializing in attention 
disorders. The assessments revealed scores of 
standardized clinical range, using DSM 4th ed. [5] 
criteria.  
Procedure 
In the first phase of the study [12], data were 
collected by different interviewers (after ascertaining 
student's reading-comprehension competence) in the 
middle of the second trimester of the school year 
(Time 1). Each child was asked to complete the 
Attachment Security Scale-ASS; [19], the Children’s 
Appraisal of Teacher as a Secure Base Scale-
CATSBS; [2], and the Children’s Socioeconomic-
Family Background Indicators Questionnaire [27]. 
Next, the teachers were asked to complete the 
Student-Teacher Relationships Scale-STRS; [25]. 
Four months later (Time 2), the children's 
psychosocial adaptation in school was examined by 
means of 65 special-subject teachers (English, math, 
or language) who were administered individually the 
Teacher-Child Rating Scale – T-CRS; [15]. 
Student socioeconomic/family background indicators  
The earning level of participating children’s parents 
fell into the following categories: 45% minimum or 
low wage, 34% average wage, and 22% high and 
very high wage; 43% of participants lived in 
residences with less than one room per person, 32% 
had one room per person, and 25% more than one 
room per person. Difficult life-event reports (death in 
the family, parental divorce, serious illness) revealed 
that 58% of participants experienced no difficult life 
events, 28% one, and 14% two such events.   
Student and homeroom teacher measures 
Students’ maternal attachment security  
Student completed the Attachment Security Scale 
ASS; [19]. Items on the ASS address the degree to 
which children perceive their mothers as responsive 
and available, the extent to which they can rely on 
their mothers in times of stress, and whether the 
children report ease and interest in communicating 

with their mothers. The 15 items are rated on a scale 
of 1-4. ASS exhibited high internal consistency (α = 
.80). 
Students’ perception of the teacher as an attachment 
figure 
Students completed the Children’s Appraisal of 
Teacher as a Secure Base Scale CATSBS; [2], a 25-
item instrument that evaluates teachers from both a 
positive-availability/acceptance and a negative-
rejection perspective on a 7-point scale. The present 
study revealed high negative correlations (r = -0.83, 
p<0.05) between the two sub-scales, creating a multi-
colinearity problem [7]. Therefore, the rejection sub-
scale values (8 items) were reversed into the absence 
of teacher rejection responses, creating a scale for an 
overall student appraisal of the teacher as a secure 
figure (25 items) (Cronbach’s α = .87).   
Teacher perceptions of the relationship  
Student-teacher relationship was measured by the 
Student-Teacher Relationships Scale STRS; [26], a 
28-item questionnaire assessing three attachment 
relationship dimensions: conflicts, closeness, and 
dependence [9]. Based on Fodor’s [10] 
recommendation regarding dimension reduction in 
regression analysis, we reversed the conflict and 
dependence subscale values (17 items) into the 
absence of conflict and dependence, creating a scale 
for an overall security in the student-teacher 
relationship (28 items). The overall teacher security 
scale showed good internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
α = .91), higher than the Cronbach’s alpha for each of 
the three sub-scales separately.  
Students school psychosocial functioning  
The reports of the special-subject teachers regarding 
the students’ psychosocial functioning in school were 
measured using the Teacher-Child Rating Scale - T-
CRS [15], a 38-item teacher report rating measure 
designed to assess students’ emotional, behavioral, 
social, and learning skills. The first part contains 18 
behavior-oriented items measuring school adjustment 
problems categorized into three scales: "acting-out-
externalized problem behaviors" (α = .89), "shy-
anxious-internalized problem behaviors" (α = .70), 
and "self-regulation learning problems" (α = .79). The 
second part consists of 20 items assessing student 
strength attributes: “frustration tolerance” (α = .73), 
“task orientation” (α = .71), and “sociability" (α = 
.86).  
 
III. RESULTS 
 
 Preliminary analyses  
Preliminary analyses proved non-significant 
associations between predictor variables, students' 
attachment and attachment-like relationships, and 
demographic variables (gender, age, socioeconomic 
level, difficult life-events, and disabilities). Criterion 
variables (student psychosocial adaptation indices), 
were related to the students’ central demographic 
variables in two cases: age showed a significant 
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positive relation with student sociability (r = .29, 
p<.05), and therefore, in the subsequent analysis age 
was statistically controlled for; and one-way-
ANOVAs showed that the three groups of disabilities 
were significantly different in their learning self-
regulation problem levels and in task orientation in 
class (Table I). 
As can be seen in Table I, two ANOVAs revealed 
that student in the LD/ADHD group ranked highest in 

problems in learning self-regulation and lowest in 
task orientation; the opposite was true for the LD 
group. These findings are consistent with previous 
findings indicating that children with comorbid 
LD/ADHD show lower academic orientation then 
children with one or no disability [20]. Therefore, in 
the subsequent analyses we controlled statistically for 
the disability factor.     
 

Table I: Means and standard deviations of student's self-regulation learning problems and task 
orientation by disabilities group (LD, ADHD, LD/ADHD) 

 

Table II: Hierarchical regression analyses of students’ psychosocial adaptation by attachment-based 
variables, with age and disability factors as moderator variables 

 
 
Contribution of the various attachment-based 
variables to students’ psychosocial adaptation 
  
To identify the unique contribution of student and 
teacher attachment and attachment-like indicators to 
the explanation of the psychosocial adaptation of 
students with disabilities, beyond that explained by 
student age and disability group, we conducted six 
hierarchical regression analyses (Table II).   
As shown in Table II, age and disability were 
introduced in the first step of the regression equation. 
Age was the single variable that contributed to the 
explanation of student sociability, explaining 17% of 
variance. As expected, as students mature, they 
exhibit greater sociability toward peers. Likewise, the 
student disability factor contributed significantly to 
the explanation of self-regulation learning problems 
and task orientation. The greater the extents of 
students’ disability, the greater were the problems in 

their learning self-regulation (13% of explained 
variance) and the lower their task orientation (16% of 
explained variance). The three attachment and 
attachment-like indicators introduced in the second 
step of the regression equation contributed and 
significantly added to the explained variance of five 
psychosocial adaptation indices: the more secure the 
students felt in their maternal attachment relationship, 
the fewer internalized (shy-anxious) behavioral 
problems they displayed (24% of significant 
explained variance). The more secure students and 
the teachers perceived their relationship to be, the 
fewer were the students’ externalized behavioral 
problems (21% of significant explained variance), the 
fewer were their self-regulation learning problems 
(17% of explained variance), the greater were their 
levels of frustration tolerance (19% of explained 
variance), and the more task-orientation behaviors 
they exhibited (18% of explained variance).   
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IV. DISCUSSION   
 
Consistent with H-I, the hierarchical regression 
analysis indicated that only a secure maternal-
attachment relationship consistently reduced students’ 
internalizing problem behavior. These findings 
suggest that greater ability to cope with stress and 
anxiety in the school environment is more a function 
of the relationship with the primary attachment figure 
(chiefly the mother) than with the alternative 
attachment figures of convenience (teachers), even in 
middle childhood and early adolescence. Support for 
this claim can be found in Kerns, Abraham, 
Schlegelmilch, and Morgan [18], whose study 
indicates that secure mother-child attachment in later 
middle childhood is associated with a less negative 
mood in daily student interactions.  
Consistent with H-II, the hierarchical regression 
analysis revealed that secure teacher-student 
attachment-like relationships had a consistent effect 
on four psychosocial aspects, reducing children's 
externalizing behaviors and self-regulation learning 
problems, and improving their frustration tolerance 
and task-orientation performance, beyond the effects 
of the disability factor. As can be seen, teachers' 
perceptions of the relationship were associated with 
three psychosocial dimensions, whereas the students’ 
perceptions of the relationship were associated with 
only one aspect. A possible explanation is found in 
Granot [12], showing that compared to the students’ 
tendency to perceive student-teacher relationships 
through their subjective individual attachment 
system, teachers perceive the relationship through a 
more objective exploratory lens. Consequently, the 
teachers’ more professional perceptions of the 
relationships also make a larger contribution to the 
explanation of the students’ psychosocial school 
adaptation then do the students’ perceptions. Finally, 
only age was associated with better student 
sociability. These results can be explained by two 
main causes. According to an environmental 
explanation proposed by Morrison and Cosden [21], 
schools that initiate intervention address the special 
socio-emotional needs of children with disabilities 
and improve their social skills in the course of the 
school years. The second explanation is 
developmental. Forgan and Vaughn [11] showed that 
similarly to students without disabilities, students 
with disabilities increase the amount of their 
friendships with peers in the transition from 
elementary to middle school. 
 
Study limitations  
The findings are based on concurrent associations; 
therefore the direction of the effects remains unclear. 
Moreover, the literature suggests that students’ prior 
behavior problems and social abilities are related to 
the student-teacher relationship, raising further 
concerns about a third-variable bias. 

 Study implications    
The conclusion of the study is that secure attachment-
like relationships between teachers and students with 
disabilities function as a protective factor for the 
students’ psychosocial and behavioral adaptive 
functioning. Teachers need training to address the 
therapy-like aspects of their relationships with 
students with disabilities. 
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