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Summary
Although current research indicates that sustainable dyadic teacher-student relationships 
(TSRs) can be socially protective against mental health problems, these findings refer pri-
marily to teacher-perceived TSRs in regular schools (cf. Van Bergen et al., 2020). Therefore, 
this cross-sectional study examined how teacher- and student-perceived TSRs, as well as 
the disagreements of both perspectives, predict mental health problems in regular and 
special schools. A total of 228 students from German regular schools (M = 12.27), 245 
students from German special schools for social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties 
(SEBD; M = 13.42), and their class teachers were surveyed about their perceived TSRs us-
ing the STRS (closeness, conflict, dependency; Pianta, 2001) and the SPARTS (closeness, 
conflict, negative expectations; Koomen & Jellesma, 2015). Teachers rated students’ mental 
health problems using the SDQ (Goodman, 2005). Multilevel analyses showed that de-
pendency and conflict were positively related to mental health problems in both school 
types, with the effect of conflict being  lower in special schools. A positive association 
between negative expectations and mental health problems was only found in special 
schools. In both school types, mental health problems increased, the more conflict-per-
ceptions differed (in that teachers rated conflict higher). In special schools, mental health 
problems decreased with a greater disagreement of closeness-perceptions (in that students 
rated closeness higher). These results indicate that reducing conflict and dependency may 
buffer mental health problems in both school types, and reducing negative expectations in 
special schools. Addressing disagreements in conflict-perceptions seems to be important 
for both school types and addressing closeness-disagreements for special schools.

Keywords: teacher-student relationships, mental health problems, regular schools, special 
schools
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Wie wichtig ist die aus Lehrkraft- und Schüler:innensicht wahrgenommene 
Beziehungsqualität für psychische Gesundheit in Förder- und Regelschulen?

Zusammenfassung
Der bisherige Forschungsstand weist zwar darauf hin, dass eine tragfähige dyadische Leh-
rer*in-Schüler*in-Beziehung (LSB) ein sozialer Schutzfaktor gegenüber psychischen Pro-
blemen sein kann, bezieht sich dabei aber vornehmlich auf die lehrkraftbeurteilte LSB 
sowie auf das Regelschulsetting (zur Kritik vgl. Van Bergen et al., 2020).  Deswegen unter-
suchte diese Querschnittsstudie, inwiefern die aus Lehrkraft- und Schüler*innensicht wahr-
genommene LSB sowie die Nicht-Übereinstimmungen beider Perspektiven psychische 
Probleme in Regel- und Förderschulen vorhersagen. 228 Schüler*innen aus Regelschulen 
(M = 12.27) und 245 Schüler*innen aus Förderschulen mit dem Förderschwerpunkt Emo-
tionale und soziale Entwicklung (FSP ESE; M = 13.42) sowie ihre Lehrkräfte wurden mit der 
STRS (Nähe, Konflikt, Abhängigkeit; Pianta, 2001) und SPARTS (Nähe, Konflikt, Negative 
Erwartungen; Koomen & Jellesma, 2015) zur wahrgenommenen LSB befragt. Lehrkräfte 
beurteilten die psychischen Probleme der Schüler*innen mittels SDQ (Goodman, 2005). 
Mehrebenenanalysen zeigten positive Zusammenhänge von Abhängigkeit sowie Konflikt 
mit psychischen Problemen, wobei der Effekt des Konflikts in Förderschulen geringer war. 
Ein positiver Zusammenhang zwischen Negativen Erwartungen und psychischen Proble-
men zeigte sich nur in Förderschulen. In beiden Schulformen stiegen psychische Proble-
me, umso stärker die Wahrnehmungen des Konflikts voneinander abwichen (insofern, als 
Lehrkräfte Konflikt höher einschätzten). In der Förderschule sanken psychische Probleme 
bei stärkerer Nähe-Wahrnehmungsabweichung (insofern, als Schüler*innen Nähe höher 
einschätzten). Die Ergebnisse deuten darauf hin, dass das Reduzieren von Konflikt und 
Abhängigkeit in beiden Schulformen und die Reduktion von Negativen Erwartungen insbe-
sondere in Förderschulen einen mildernden Einfluss auf psychische Probleme haben kann. 
Die Auseinandersetzung mit Konflikt-Diskordanzen scheint relevant für beide Schulformen 
und die Auseinandersetzung mit Nähe-Diskordanzen bedeutsam für die Förderschule zu 
sein.

Schlüsselwörter: Lehrer*in-Schüler*in-Beziehung, psychische Probleme, Allgemeine Schu-
le, Förderschule 

Meta-analyses and systematic litera-
ture reviews provide evidence that 
affective-dyadic teacher-student 

relationships (TSRs) can either buffer or en-
hance the development and persistence of 
mental health problems (McGrath & Van 
Bergen, 2015; Nurmi, 2012; Roorda et al., 
2021), but they refer primarily to teacher-ra-
ted TSR-quality in regular schools (cf. Van 
Bergen et al., 2020). Research is lacking in 
comparing the associations between teach-
er- and student-perceived TSRs and men-
tal health problems across different school 
types. This is questionable as TSRs are es-
sentially regarded as two-way interpersonal 

associations, which are, in turn, influenced 
by the different conditions of special and 
regular schools (Spilt et al., 2022).

Therefore, this study examined the extent 
to which student- and teacher-rated TSR 
dimensions, as well as the disagreements 
of their perspectives, are related to mental 
health problems and whether these associ-
ations differ in regular and special schools 
for students with social, emotional, and be-
havioural difficulties (SEBD). Such insights 
may shed light on the school type-specific 
impact of TSRs and provide an initial basis 
for pedagogical implications.



254 M. Vösgen-Nordloh, T. Leidig, H. Koomen, G. Casale, T. Hennemann, & T. Bolz

Development and conceptualisation of 
dyadic TSRs

According to developmental system theory 
(DST; Pianta et al., 2003), dyadic TSRs de-
velop within the interplay of four core com-
ponents: Individual characteristics of the 
teacher and student impact their real-time 
interactions. Regular interactions create 
mental representations of TSRs, including 
memories and emotions associated with 
interactions and—developing from them—
beliefs or expectations about oneself, the 
other, and the self-other relationship. The 
interplay between individual characteris-
tics, interactions, and mental-relationship 
representations is, in turn, embedded in 
and mutually interacts with environmental 
influences (Spilt et al., 2022). 

Following attachment theory approaches, 
sustainable TSR representations of both the 
teacher and the student are formed if the 
teacher can provide a secure base and safe 
haven for the student (Verschueren, 2015). 
This means that the student experiences 
teacher support and care in times of stress 
(safe haven function) and can thus safely 
explore his or her (learning-)environment 
(secure base function).

 In empirical studies (e.g., Roorda et al., 
2021), such TSRs are mostly operationalised 
as high in closeness as well as low in con-
flict and dependency. Close relationships 
refer to warmth, positive communication, 
and trust. Conflictual relationships include 
quarrels, unpredictability, and unreliability. 
TSRs with high dependency are charac- 
terised by age-inappropriately clingy student 
behaviours (Pianta, 2001; Spilt et al., 2022).

Where closeness and conflict are psycho-
metrically valid constructs for assessing both 
teachers’ and students’ perspectives (Koomen 
& Jellesma, 2015), student-rated depen-
dency has only been partially confirmed 
empirically (e.g., Vervoort et al., 2015). 
Instead, Kommen and Jellesma (2015) iden-
tified the dimension negative expectations, 
which refers to “the lack of confidence in 
a teacher’s availability and responsiveness” 

(p. 491) and indicates an insufficient use of 
the teacher as safe haven and secure base 
(Koomen & Jellesma, 2015).

Whether dyadic TSRs develop sustain-
ably depends on the arrangement of the 
above-mentioned core components of 
the DST (Pianta et al., 2003). Regarding 
these components, this study focuses on 
(a) students’ mental health problems and 
teacher-student interactions, (b) individual 
TSR representations and disagreements of 
TSR-perceptions, as well as (c) the envi-
ronmental influences of special or regular 
schools on TSRs. 

Students’ mental health problems and 
teacher-student interactions

The DST indicates that the individual char-
acteristics of relationship partners influence 
their interactions (Pianta et al., 2003). Within 
TSRs, it is especially students’ mental-health 
problems that negatively affect this dynam-
ic (e.g., Nurmi, 2012). Mental health prob-
lems can be described as “behavioral, emo-
tional, and social problems” (Achenbach et 
al., 2016, p. 647). These problems are not 
to be understood as binary constructs (men-
tally ill vs. healthy) but as dimensions along 
continuums (McConaughy & Skiba, 1993). 
Empirically confirmed dimensions move 
along the continuum of externalising and 
internalising problems (Achenbach et al., 
2016), which often occur comorbidly (An-
gold et al., 1999). 

In school settings, high externalising 
problems are reflected in overactivity, con-
centration problems, impulsivity, aggres-
siveness, and rule-breaking behaviours. 
High levels of internalising problems are re-
flected in anxiety and depressive symptoms, 
such as social withdrawal or increased 
clinginess, hopelessness, and psychosomat-
ic complaints (Castello, 2017). 

These symptoms can impair students’ abil-
ities to establish and maintain sustainable 
TSRs on their own, rendering them particu-
larly in need of teacher-initiated relationship 
building (Bolz, 2021). Unfortunately, the 
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respective students’ behaviours and emo- 
tional expressions are likely to be experi-
enced as very challenging and cause teacher 
responses that are not aligned with students’ 
needs (McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015). For 
example, aggressive classroom disruptions 
may lead teachers to behave severely puni-
tively, which, in turn, may be experienced 
as unfair by students (Vösgen et al., 2023). 
As the DST shows, such unfavourable inter-
actions are likely to result in negative TSR 
representations (e.g., in high conflict) which, 
with longer duration, "become increasingly 
stable and are thus more difficult to change" 
(Spilt et al., 2022, p. 726).

Through this dynamic, burdened TSRs 
can become social risk factors that inten-
sify mental health problems. Meanwhile, 
high-quality dyadic TSRs can break this dy-
namic and become social protective factors 
that prevent or hinder the development and 
persistence of mental health problems (Mc-
Grath & Van Bergen, 2015). 

In this regard, longitudinal studies suggest 
that students’ mental health problems can 
lead to an increase in teacher-rated conflict 
and dependency (Mejia & Hoglund, 2016, 
Pakarinen et al., 2018) and to a decrease 
in teacher-rated closeness (de Jong et al., 
2018). Conversely, high conflict and depen-
dency within TSRs can bring about an in-
crease (Rudasill et al., 2014) and high close-
ness a decrease in mental health problems 
(Rudasill et al., 2014; Silver et al., 2005). 

Teacher- and student TSR representa-
tions and their disagreements

The DST illustrates that “looking for causes of 
the development of interactions by referring 
to only one of the participants is usually not 
productive […]. The assumption of recipro-
cal interactions (and thus mutual influences) 
is basic to dynamic system theory” (Wubbels 
et al., 2015, p. 364–365). That is, mental TSR 
representations arise as real-time interactions 
are interpreted and associated with certain 
thoughts and emotions by both the teacher 
and the student (Pianta, 1999). When inter-

preting the interactional behaviours of a re-
lationship partner, less objective but rather 
individual-subjective factors (e.g., person-
al attributes and beliefs) provide guidance 
(Schweer et al., 2017; Zee & Koomen, 2017). 
Thus, it can be assumed that due to the gen-
uine individuality of teachers and students, 
their shared interactions may result in TSR 
representations that differ from one another 
and, in turn, act differently as risk or protec-
tive factors. That is, one and the same interre-
lated behaviour pattern of a teacher-student 
dyad can be experienced as relationship-en-
hancing by one side and relationship-hinder-
ing by the other (Van Bergen et al., 2020). In 
line with these assumptions, study findings 
indicate only weak or moderate correlations 
between teacher- and student-perceived 
TSRs (cf. Gregoriadis et al., 2022, p. 2–3 for 
a summary). Zee and Koomen (2017) found 
that “despite measuring mathematically 
equally constructs, individual students’ and 
teachers’ views of their mutual relationship 
were only moderately correlated” (p. 52).  

Hence, to overcome the potential loss of 
information when only one perspective is 
considered, both teacher- and student-per-
ceived TSRs should be studied (Gregoriadis 
et al., 2022). This can be achieved in two 
ways. Firstly, by considering the individual 
TSR-perspectives separately and secondly 
by considering the disagreement within the 
“relational unit” (Brinkworth et al., 2018, p. 
25) of a teacher-student dyad.

Teachers’ and students’ individual per-
spectives are important because they act as 
guidance systems for future interactions: As 
TSR representations stabilise, they are likely 
to act as filters that increasingly shape in-
teractional processes, thereby performing as 
self-fulfilling prophecies (Pianta, 1999). For 
example, if a teacher has internalised a con-
flictual relationship with a certain student, it 
is likely that he*she will expect correspond-
ing student behaviour (e.g., externalising 
problems), regardless of the degree to which 
this behaviour is actually demonstrated.



256 M. Vösgen-Nordloh, T. Leidig, H. Koomen, G. Casale, T. Hennemann, & T. Bolz

Disagreements between teacher- and stu-
dent-perceived TSRs are important because 
biased negative perceptions of interac- 
tional processes and social cues are re-
lated to, and can intensify, mental health 
problems (Castello, 2017). Furthermore, a 
shared picture of the TSR is a prerequisite 
for adequate intervention planning, where-
as disagreements between teachers and stu-
dents may lead to inappropriate planning 
(De Los Reyes et al., 2022).  

The few studies that have explored stu-
dent- and teacher-rated TSR-quality dis-
closed that the respective perspectives 
can be differently related to mental health 
problems. Some research indicates that 
student-rated TSR-quality is significantly 
linked to externalising (i.e., disobedience; 
Breeman et al., 2018) or internalising prob-
lems (i.e., depression; Murray & Zvoch, 
2011), whereas teacher-rated TSR-quality is 
not. Conversely, Zee et al. (2020) showed 
that only teacher-rated and not student-ra-
ted TSR quality was significantly associated 
with externalising problems (i.e., ADHD).

Regarding disagreements of teachers’ and 
students’ TSR representations, Decker et al. 
(2007) used the 50% percentiles of TSR-in-
struments to classify students and teachers 
into groups with high or low TSR-quality. 
They then developed a three-level TSR-pat-
tern scale representing negative agreement 
(both low in TSR-quality), disagreement (one 
high and one low), and positive agreement 
(both high). This pattern was significantly 
and negatively related to school behaviour. 
However, the scale assumes that negative 
agreements are worse than disagreements 
within TSRs. Contrary to this assumption, in 
a recent study, we showed that internalising 
problems of special school students were 
significantly higher when conflict was rated 
high by teachers but low by students (Vös-
gen et al., 2023). 

1 In this paragraph, the German school setting is explained since the study was conducted in German schools. 
2 In the German states of North Rhine-Westphalia and Lower Saxony (where the present study was conducted), elementary schools comprise 

grades 1 to 4, and secondary schools grades 5 to 10 or 13, depending on the type of graduation. 

Dyadic TSRs in regular and special 
schools 

The DST points out that the association 
between mental health problems, interac-
tions, and TSR representations is embedded 
in environmental influences (Pianta, 2003). 
Therefore, it can be assumed that how dy-
adic TSRs become risk or protective factors 
may depend on the school context in which 
they occur. 

In German1 primary and secondary 
schools2, students with special needs attend 
either inclusive regular schools or exclusive 
special schools that are specified for certain 
special needs. Concerning mental health 
problems, special schools for students with 
SEBD play a particularly important role. The 
schools are for students who are considered 
massively impaired in their emotional and 
social development and, therefore, cannot 
be supported in regular schools without 
specific help (KMK, 2000). However, the 
identification of SEBD is based on educa-
tionally oriented state-specific guidelines 
that do not align with psychologically ori-
ented diagnoses (Wolf & Dietze, 2022). In 
Germany, the proportion of students with 
SEBD is 1.4% (KMK, 2022), whereas the 
overall rate of mental health problems is ap-
proximately 17% (e.g., Klipker et al., 2018). 
Nonetheless, the rate of mental health prob-
lems is remarkably high in special schools 
for students with SEBD (85%; Hennemann 
et al., 2020). 

Accordingly, establishing sustainable dy-
adic TSRs that protect against the develop-
ment and persistence of mental health prob-
lems is highly relevant for both special and 
regular schools. However, this may be easier 
in special schools, as, first, the specific pro-
fessionalisation of special education teach-
ers and, second, structural organisations, 
such as small classes, may facilitate better 
opportunities for relationship building (cf. 
Zdoupas, 2022, p. 79). 
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Concerning comparisons of dyadic TSRs 
in regular and special schools, studies indi-
cate that effects of affective TSRs are higher 
in special schools. Little and Kobak (2003) 
showed that for special school students with 
SEBD, but not for regular school students, 
higher emotional security to the teacher was 
associated with less of a decrease in self-es-
teem in response to negative teacher events. 
Zdoupas and Laubenstein (2023) illustrated 
that care is significantly higher associated 
with social inclusion for special school stu-
dents as compared to students with SEBD in 
regular schools.

Research questions

In summary, symptomatic expressions of 
students’ mental health problems and teach-
ers’ reactions to them affect teacher-student 
interactions and the TSR representations 
that result from them. Whether these rep-
resentations become protective or risk fac-
tors may depend on how they are perceived 
individually by teachers and students and 
whether both perspectives disagree, and, 
furthermore, on the way they develop with-
in diverging conditions of special and regu-
lar schools.

Hence, it seems important to analyse the 
association between dyadic TSR-quality 
and mental health problems in special and 
regular schools, considering teacher- and 
student-perspectives as well as their dis-
agreements. To the best of our knowledge, 
this research interest was not yet addressed 
in previous studies. Therefore, we pursue 
the following research questions:

1. To what extent are teacher-rated TSR-
dimensions (closeness, conflict, and 
dependency) and student-rated TSR-di-
mensions (closeness, conflict, and nega-
tive expectations) predictors of teacher-
rated mental health problems in regular 
and special schools? Do these associa-
tions differ between these two types of 
schools?

2. To what extent do the type of disagree-
ments between teacher- and student-
perceived TSR-closeness and -conflict 
(two groups: student-ratings > teacher-
ratings vs. teacher-ratings > student-ra-
tings) as well as the degree of their dis-
agreements predict teacher-rated mental 
health problems in regular and special 
schools? Do these associations differ 
between these two types of schools?

Against the background of the studies 
mentioned above, it can be expected that 
teacher-rated closeness is negatively related, 
and teacher-rated conflict as well as depen-
dency are positively related to teacher-rated 
mental health problems. The remaining re-
search questions are exploratory because of 
the limited state of research. 

Method

Sample and Procedure

As part of sample recruitment, schools were 
sent written information about the aims and 
procedures of the study. Once class teachers 
decided to participate and this was approved 
by the schools’ principals, we provided the 
schools with consent forms and information 
letters for parents or guardians. For all stu-
dents who provided written consent, IDs 
were generated so that pseudonymity and 
matching of teacher-student dyads were en-
sured. 

Trained project members surveyed the 
students between November 2020 and De-
cember 2022. Teacher ratings of the rela-
tionship and mental health problems were 
completed location-independent, either on-
line or via a paper-pencil sheet. 

The convenience sample comprises a 
subsample of a larger research project on 
dyadic TSRs in German schools. 

The regular school sample comprises 228 
students (M = 12.27 years old, SD = 2.74; 
50.7% male, 48.9% female, 0.4% diverse) 
from 15 classes with 15 corresponding 
teachers (68.6% female) from nine German 
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regular schools3, including grades 3–10. N 
= 16 regular school students (7%) were di-
agnosed with special needs (n = 4 SEBD; n 
= 12 learning difficulties). 

The special school sample comprises 245 
students (M = 13.42 years old, SD = 2.19; 
60.2% male, 34.4% female, 5.3% diverse) 
distributed among 51 classes, each with 
a corresponding teacher (83.1% female), 
from 17 German special schools for stu-
dents with SEBD, spanning grades 3–10. In 
addition to SEBD, n = 81 special school stu-
dents (33.1%) were diagnosed with learn-
ing difficulties. 

Measures

Teachers’ perspectives on dyadic TSRs were 
assessed using the German adaptation (Bolz 
et al., 2017) of the Student-Teacher Relation-
ship Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001). The STRS 
comprises three scales that measure the per-
ceived extent of closeness (11 Items, e.g. If 
upset, this child will seek comfort from me), 
conflict (12 items, e.g. This child and I al-
ways seem to be struggling with each other) 
and dependency (5 items, e.g. This child 
is overly dependent on me) within dyadic 
TSRs. The teachers rated the 28 items for 
each student participating in their class on a 
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not 
true at all to 5 = completely true. The STRS 
is an internationally widely used and psy-
chometrically well-tested instrument (e.g., 
Koomen et al., 2012). In Germany, only the 
two-factor solution of closeness and con-
flict has been confirmed psychometrically 
(Glüer, 2013). In the present study, the in-
ternal consistencies of the scales are Cron-
bach’s α = .88 and α = .84 for closeness, α = 
.87 and α = .88 for conflict, and α = .46 and 
α = .70 for dependency for the regular and 
special school samples, respectively. 
Students’ perspectives on dyadic TSRs were 
assessed using the German adaptation of the 
Student Perception of Affective Relationship 
with Teacher Scale (SPARTS; Leidig et al., 

3 N = 109 students (47.8%) from primary schools (Grundschule) and n = 119 students (52.2%) from secondary schools (n = 77 Realschule, 
n = 20 Gymnasium, n = 22 Gesamtschule) participated. 

2019). It measures the extent of closeness (8 
items, e.g., When I feel uncomfortable, I go 
to my teacher for help and comfort), conflict 
(10 items, e.g., I easily have quarrels with 
my teacher), and negative expectations (7 
items, e.g., I wish my teacher would listen 
to me better if I have something to say or 
tell) within dyadic TSRs. Regarding the per-
ceived TSR with their class teacher, students 
rated 25 items on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 = No, this is not true to 5 = 
Yes, this is true. For a Dutch sample from 
grades four to six, Koomen and Jellesma 
(2015) confirmed a three-factorial solution. 
In Germany, the SPARTS is currently being 
validated. In the present study, the internal 
consistencies of the scales were Cronbach’s 
α = .88 and α = .86 for closeness, α = .80 
and α = .83 for conflict, and α = .65 and α = 
.70 for negative expectations for the regular- 
and special school samples, respectively. 
Mental health problems were assessed from 
the teachers’ perspectives using the German 
version of the Strength and Difficulties Ques-
tionnaire (SDQ-Deu; Goodman, 2005). The 
questionnaire comprises 25 items, of which 
5 each cover one scale. Scales 1 to 4 can be 
computed as a total difficulty scale covering 
externalising problems (hyperactivity and 
conduct problems) and internalising prob-
lems (emotional problems and peer prob-
lems). The German version of the SDQ was 
validated with acceptable psychometric 
values (de Vries et al., 2017). In the present 
study, the internal consistencies of the total 
difficulty scale were Cronbach’s α = .84 and 
α = .82 for the regular- and special-school 
samples, respectively. 

Data analyses

Data were prepared using the IBM statisti-
cal program SPSS (version 29.0) and ana-
lysed using R. 

Before answering research questions (1) 
and (2), we calculated descriptive statistics 
and tested for measurement invariance of 
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the SDQ across school types. For descrip-
tive statistics, the kurtosis, skewness, means, 
standard deviations, and correlations of 
the metric variables were calculated for 
regular and special schools. Measurement 
invariance analyses were performed in R 
using the lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) and psych 
(Revelle, 2020) packages. First, we used 
confirmatory factor analyses to identify the 
best-fitting model, with the 4-factor solution 
(problem scales 1 to 4) fitting best in our 
sample (CFI = .986, TLI = .984, RMSEA = 
.069). Because item 22 (Steals from home, 
school, or elsewhere) showed very strong 
floor effects in both samples, for this item, 
item levels 1 and 2 were combined for the 
measurement-invariance analysis. We then 
tested the 4-factor model stepwise in both 
samples and added further restrictions per 
step (testing for configural, weak, strong, 
and strict invariance). All model tests with-
stood group comparisons and showed a 
good model fit (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). 
Thus, we can assume that the strict invari-
ance measurement for the SDQ in our sam-
ple and the group comparative analysis pro-
cedures using the SDQ were permissible.

To answer the research questions, sev-
eral multilevel analyses were performed 
as the data is based on a nested structure 
(students in classes). This was done in R us-
ing the package lme4 (Bates et al., 2015). 
Ten models were run with teacher-rated 
mental health problems (SDQ total score) 
as dependent variables. First, a null-model 
(nesting in classes as random effect) and a 
demographic-model (nesting in classes as 
random effect and age as well as school 
type as fixed effects) were estimated.

To answer research question (1), we cal-
culated four random intercept models (two 
student-models and two teacher-models). In 
these, the nesting in classes were included 
as random effects and demographic infor-
mation (age, school type) were included 
as fixed effects. Additionally, either stu-
dent-rated TSR-dimensions and their inter-
actions with school type (student-models) 
or teacher-rated TSR-dimensions and their 

interactions with school type (teacher-mod-
els) were included as fixed effects. We 
calculated each model with dummy-cod-
ing 0 = regular school, 1 = special school 
(student-model-RES, teacher-model-RES) as 
well as with the dummy-coding 0 = special 
schools, 1 = regular schools (student-mod-
el-SES, teacher-model-SES). Relations be-
tween TSR-dimensions and mental-health 
problems refer to regular schools if regular 
schools are dummy-coded 0. They refer to 
special schools if special schools are dum-
my-coded 0 (cf. italicized variables in Table 
4). 

For research question (2), we created dis-
agreement-groups and disagreement-scales. 
To create disagreement-groups, the teach-
er-rated closeness and conflict means were 
subtracted from the student-rated closeness 
and conflict means. Discrepancy values < 0 
indicate that the student rates closeness or 
conflict higher than the teacher (s>t close-
ness and s>t conflict), whereas values > 0 
indicate that the teacher rates closeness or 
conflict higher than the student (t>s close-
ness and t>s conflict). To create the dis-
agreement-scales, the discrepancy values 
were converted into absolute values (the 
higher the value, the greater the degree of 
discrepancy between student- and teach-
er-ratings). Table 1 shows the distribution of 
the disagreement-groups and the values of 
the disagreement-scales within regular and 
special schools, respectively. 

The table is to be understood as follows: 
The first column lists the different disagree-
ment-groups. The next two columns list 
how many teacher-student dyads belong 
to the disagreement-groups in each type 
of school. For example, the s>t closeness 
group includes n = 126 (55.3%) teach-
er-student dyads from regular schools and 
n = 136 (55.5%) teacher-student dyads 
from special schools. The other two col-
umns report the degree of disagreements 
(disagreement-scale) within the different 
disagreement-groups. For example, for the 
s>t closeness group in regular schools, the 
lowest disagreement is 0.01, the highest is 
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2.48, and the mean is 0.77. That is, students 
rate closeness between 0.01 and 2.48 and 
on average 0.77 scale points higher than 
teachers. 

We then calculated four random intercept 
models (two conflict-models and two close-
ness-models). In these, the nesting in class-
es were included as random effects and 
demographic information (age, school type) 
were included as fixed effects. In the con-
flict-models, we additionally included six 
fixed effects: the disagreement-group con-
flict, the disagreement-scale conflict, the in-
teraction between the disagreement-group 
and -scale (disagreement-group conflict x 
disagreement-scale conflict) and the interac-
tions between school type and each of latter 
three variables (disagreement-group conflict 
x school type; disagreement-scale conflict x 
school type; disagreement-group conflict x 
disagreement-scale conflict x school type). 
The same was done for the closeness-mod-
els with disagreement-group closeness and 
disagreement-scale closeness.

The interaction effect disagreement-group 
x disagreement-scale shows whether the as-
sociation between the degree of disagree-
ments and mental health problems differs 
between the two disagreement-groups 
(student-ratings > teacher-ratings vs. teach-
er-ratings > student-ratings). The interaction 
effects with school type show whether the 
calculated relations within the models differ 
between regular and special schools.

Again, we calculated models with dum-

my-coding 0 = regular schools, 1 = spe-
cial schools (conflict-model-RES, close-
ness-model-RES), and conversely, 0 = 
special schools, 1 = regular schools (con-
flict-model-SES, closeness-model-SES). As-
sociations between disagreement-group, 
disagreement-scale, disagreement-group 
x disagreement-scale and mental health 
problems refer to regular schools if regular 
schools are dummy coded 0. They refer to 
special schools if special schools are dum-
my-coded 0 (cf. italicized variables in Table 
5).

To compare the models, R2-marginal 
(variance explained by fixed effects) and 
R2-conditional (variance explained by fixed 
and random effects; Nakagawa & Schiel-
zeth, 2013) are reported for each model. 

Results

Descriptive statistics

The skewness, kurtosis, means, standard de-
viations, and correlations of TSRs and men-
tal health problems are presented in Tables 
2 and 3 for the regular and special school 
samples, respectively. 

Null-model and demographic-model

The null-model demonstrates that 46% (ICC 
= 0.46) of the variance in mental health 
problems was explained by nesting in class-

disagreement-groups disagreement-scales
n (%) range, M(SD)
regular 
schools

special 
schools

regular 
schools

special 
schools

s>t closeness 126 (55.3) 136 (55.5) 0.01–2.48, 0.77(0.59) 0.01–2.39, 0.79(0.58) 
t>s closeness 102 (44.7) 109 (44.5) 0.02–3.18, 0.83(0.76) 0.01–2.88, 0.81(0.63)

s>t conflict 168 (73.7) 117 (47.8) 0.01–2.63, 0.69(0.59) 0.01–2.80, 0.73(0.54)
t>s conflict 60 (26.3) 128 (55.2) 0.02–2.31, 0.42(0.47) 0.02–2.57, 0.83(0.67)

Table 1
Disagreement-groups and disagreement-scales of student- and teacher-rated closeness and conflict in 
regular and special schools. 
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es. The demographic-model shows that age 
was not a significant predictor of mental 
health problems and that mental health 
problems were, on average, 8.15 scale 
points higher for special school students 
than for regular school students (Table 4). 

Student-perceived TSRs and mental 
health problems 

The student-models (Table 4) indicate that 
conflict was (marginally) significantly pos-
itively related to mental health problems 
within regular schools (B = 0.19, β = .22, 
p < .05) and special schools (B = 0.11, β 
= .12, p = .07) and that these associations 
did not significantly differ between the two 
school types. Closeness was not a signif-

icant predictor of mental health problems 
in either school type. Negative expectations 
were marginally significantly associated 
with mental health problems in special 
schools only (B = 0.17, β = .12, p = .05), 
with a stronger association as compared to 
regular schools (B = 0.28, β = .19, p = .05). 
Figure 1 illustrates this interaction effect. 

The student-models each explained 
33.6% of the variance in mental health 
problems (R2-marginal = 0.336)

Teacher-perceived TSRs and mental 
health problems

The teacher-models (Table 4) showed that 
in regular schools (B = 0.41, β = .60, p < 
.001) as well as in special schools (B = 0.27, 

Table 2
Skewness, kurtosis, means, standard deviations and correlations of TSR-dimensions and mental health 
problems in the regular-school sample.

skewness 
(SE = 0.16)

kurtosis 
(SE = 0.32) M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 t-r closeness -0.33 -0.67 3.42 (0.82)
2 t-r conflict 1.72 2.90 1.48 (0.59) -.47***
3 t-r dependency 1.23 1.43 1.52 (0.49) .11 .34***
4 s-r closeness -0.50 -0.64 3.47 (1.04) .43*** -.34*** .15*
5 s-r conflict 1.02 0.35 1.88 (0.73) -.17** .36*** .08 -.55***
6 s-r negative expectations 1.17 1.48 1.84 (0.65) -.02 .10 .04 -.35*** .62***
7 t-r mental-health problems 1.10 0.88 6.32 (5.37) -.41*** .65*** .29*** -.15* .22*** .06

Note. t-r = teacher-rated. s-r = student-rated. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 3
Skewness, kurtosis, means, standard deviations and correlations of TSR-dimensions and mental health 
problems in the special-school sample

skewness 
(SE = 0.16)

kurtosis 
(SE = 0.31) M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 t-r closeness -0.36 -0.25 3.35 (0.74)
2 t-r conflict 0.25 -0.91 2.43 (0.90) -0.28***
3 t-r dependency 0.68 -0.11 2.13 (0.84) 0.27*** 0.39***
4 s-r closeness -0.45 -0.46 3.43 (0.98) 0.35*** -0.24*** 0.01
5 s-r conflict 0.67 -0.16 2.35 (0.89) -0.10 0.40*** 0.18* -0.48***
6 s-r negative expectations 1.06 1.32 1.95 (0.75) -0.01 0.24*** 0.23*** -0.20** 0.63***
7 t-r mental-health problems 0.16 -0.59 14.52 (6.88) -0.09 0.55*** 0.43*** -0.13* 0.23*** 0.23***

Note. t-r = teacher-rated. s-r = student-rated. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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β = .40, p < .001), conflict was significant-
ly positively associated with mental health 
problems. These associations were signifi-
cantly lower in special schools (B = -0.14, 

β = -.20, p < .05). Figure 2 illustrates this 
interaction effect. 

 

  

0 = regular 
school 

 

1 = special 
school 

 

Figure 1
Interaction between student-rated negative expectations and school type as predictor of mental 
health problems.

 

  

1 = special 
school 

 0 = regular 
school 

 

Figure 2
Interaction between teacher-rated conflict and school type as predictor of mental health problems.
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Closeness was not a significant predictor 
for mental health problems in either regu-
lar or special schools. Dependency was a 
significant positive predictor in both school 
types (B = .34, β = .17, p < .05, for regular 
schools; B = .40, β = .20, p < .001, for spe-
cial schools), with no significant differences 
between school types. 

The teacher-models each explained 
56.1% of the variance in mental health 
problems (R2-marginal = 0.561)

Disagreements of TSR-conflict and 
mental health problems 

The conflict-models (Table 5) showed that 
within regular and special schools, belong-
ing to the group t>s conflict was signifi-
cantly positively associated with mental 
health problems (B = 5.68, p < .001 for 
regular schools; B = 2.09, p < .01 for spe-
cial schools). This relation was significantly 
higher in regular schools (B = 3.59, β = .48, 
p < .001). Thus, in regular schools, mental 
health problems increased by 5.68 scale 
points when teachers rated conflict higher 
than students (as compared to the group in 

which students rated conflict higher than 
teachers). In special schools, mental health 
problems increased by 2.09 scale points 
when teachers rated conflict higher than 
students. Figure 3 shows this interaction ef-
fect.

In both types of schools, for the t>s con-
flict groups, there was a significant positive 
association between the degree of con-
flict-disagreement and mental health prob-
lems (B = 5.76, β = .46, p < .001 for reg-
ular schools; B = 2.72, β = .22, p < .05 for 
special schools). These associations did not 
significantly differ between the two types of 
school. Figure 4 shows these associations. 

The conflict-models each explained 
37.6% of the variance in mental health 
problems (R2-marginal = 0.376). 

Disagreements of TSR-closeness and 
mental health problems 

The closeness-models (Table 5) showed 
that within regular and special schools, 
neither the types (groups) of closeness-dis-
agreements nor the degree of closeness-dis-
agreements were significantly associated 

 

 

  

0 = s>t conflict 1 = t>s conflict 

 

0 = regular 
school 

 

1 = special 
school 

 

Figure 3
Interaction between disagreement-groups of teacher- and student-rated conflict and school type as 
predictor of mental health problems. 
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with mental health problems. However, in 
regular schools, for the t>s closeness group, 
mental health problems were negative-
ly related to the degree of closeness-dis-

agreements (B = -1.46, β = -.13). In special 
schools (though the beta weights are very 
low), for both disagreement-groups, mental 
health problems were negatively related to 

Figure 4
Interaction between disagreement-groups of teacher- and student-rated conflict and the degree of 
their disagreements as predictor of mental health problems in regular and special schools.

Figure 5
IInteraction between disagreement-groups of teacher- and student-rated closeness and the degree of 
their disagreements as predictor of mental health problems in regular and special schools.
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the degree of closeness-disagreements (B = 
-0.78, β = -.07 for the s>t closeness group; 
B = -0.56, β = -.05 for the t>s closeness 
group). Figure 5 shows these relations.

The closeness-models each explained 
30.8% of variance in mental health prob-
lems (R2-marginal = 0.308).

Discussion

This study examined the extent to which 
student- and teacher-rated TSR-dimensions, 
as well as the disagreement of the two per-
spectives, were related to mental health 
problems and whether these associations 
differed in regular and special schools for 
students with SEBD. 

Conflict and mental health problems

Within both school types, student-per-
ceived and teacher-perceived conflict were 
positive predictors of mental health prob-
lems. This supports the expectation that 
high conflict (i.e., quarrels, unpredictabili-
ty, and unreliability) is a risk factor for de-
veloping mental health problems (e.g., de 
Jong et al., 2018). However, the association 
between teacher-rated conflict and mental 
health problems was significantly weaker 
in special schools (β = -.20). A similar but 
not significant effect arose for student-rat-
ed conflict (β = -.10). Therefore, conflict 
seems to have a stronger risk-factor effect 
in regular schools than in special schools. 
Reasons for this could lie in the specific 
conditions of special schools: The high fo-
cus on social-emotional learning, as well as 
specific educational approaches (cf. Bolz, 
2022) could, for example, lead to more 
time resources for sharing reflections and 
understanding conflictual interactions. This, 
in turn, might lead to conflict becoming less 
important for the development of mental 
health problems. 
This supposition could also explain the re-
sults of conflict-disagreements. In regular 
schools, the discrepancy of teachers expe-

riencing more conflict than their students 
(i.e., belonging to the t>s conflict group) 
was more strongly associated with mental 
health problems than in special schools. 
Furthermore, it can be observed that higher 
degrees of disagreements (in that teachers 
perceive more conflict than students) lead 
to more mental health problems in regular 
schools (β = .46) than in special schools (β 
= .22). It could be that for regular school 
teachers, dealing with students who do not 
perceive conflict as highly as they do might 
even lead to more conflictual teacher-stu-
dent interactions and, thus, to an increase 
in mental health problems (e.g., Pakarinen 
et al., 2018). In contrast, special school 
conditions may prevent such dynamics 
(Zdoupas, 2022). 
Within both school types, the results indi-
cate that teacher-rated conflict (β = .60 for 
regular schools; β = .40 for special schools) 
is more strongly related to mental health 
problems than student-rated conflict (β = 
.22 for regular schools; β = .12 for special 
schools). From a statistical perspective, 
this could be due to ‘shared source effects’ 
(Crocket et al., 2018, p. 2193). That is, as-
sociations are stronger when predictor and 
outcome variables are rated from the same 
perspective (both from teachers’ perspec-
tives) than when they are rated from differ-
ent perspectives (predictor from students’ 
and outcome from teachers’ perspectives). 
With reference to DST, it can be speculated 
that teacher-perceived TSRs act as self-ful-
filling prophecy for their judgement of stu-
dents’ mental health problems. If a teacher 
has internalised a high-conflict relationship, 
it is likely that he*she expects corresponding 
student behaviour within everyday school 
life (e.g., aggressiveness) and, thus, assesses 
the behaviour as such (Pianta, 1999). 

Closeness and mental health problems

In both types of schools, neither teacher- nor 
student-perceived closeness were signifi-
cantly related to mental health problems. 
Accordingly, contrary to some studies (e.g., 



268 M. Vösgen-Nordloh, T. Leidig, H. Koomen, G. Casale, T. Hennemann, & T. Bolz

de Jong et al., 2018), the present results do 
not indicate that closeness is a protective 
factor in developing students’ mental health 
problems. It is possible that conflictual in-
teractions are more easily recognisable than 
close interactions (warmth, empathy, trust) 
and that, therefore, closeness is less predic-
tive of mutual perceptions and interrelated 
behaviours between teachers and students 
(Zee & Koomen, 2017).
Disagreements of closeness-perspectives 
are not significantly associated with men-
tal health problems. However, there was an 
interesting difference between the school 
types: In special schools, unlike regular 
schools, a decrease of mental health prob-
lems was observed when there was a great-
er degree of closeness-disagreements, with 
students experiencing more closeness than 
teachers (β = -.07). It might be that special 
school teachers do not recognise the sense 
of students’ closeness feelings within TSRs 
but that they do recognise the behaviour as-
sociated with high closeness (e.g. prosocial 
behaviour; Roorda et al., 2014), which in 
turn might imply minor mental health prob-
lems (Vösgen et al., 2023). Special school 
students may have impairments in recog-
nising, naming, and showing functional 
emotions (Bolz, 2022). Thus, it may be chal-
lenging for them to express their feelings of 
being close to the teacher in a recognisable 
manner.

Dependency and mental health 
problems

Within both school samples, dependency 
was significantly and positively associated 
with mental health problems (β = .17 for 
regular schools; β = .20 for special schools), 
with no significant differences between 
school types. This supports the suggestion 
that high teacher-perceived dependency 
(i.e., perceiving the student as excessively 
clingy) is a risk factor for developing mental 
health problems (e.g., Roorda et al., 2014).
 

Negative expectations and mental 
health problems

Students’ experiences of negative expecta-
tions were associated with mental health 
problems only in special schools (β = .12) 
with a stronger association than in regular 
schools (β = .19). It could be that mental 
health problems in special, but not regular 
schools, are related to insecure/ambivalent 
attachment experiences in early childhood 
(Bolz, 2022). These are possibly transferred 
to behaviours towards the teacher as a sec-
ondary attachment figure, thereby causing 
the respective students to constantly seek 
security from the teacher and to be upset 
at unfulfilled wishes for teacher attention 
(i.e., developing negative expectations; Ver-
schueren, 2015). 

Limitations and Future Direction

Some limitations to this study should be 
considered and could be taken into account 
in future research. 

Regarding the study design, it should be 
emphasised that the cross-sectional design 
does not allow for causal interpretations, 
and the convenience sample is not fully in-
dicative for the inference population (Döring 
& Bortz, 2016). Longitudinal designs could 
provide more profound insights into the as-
sociations analysed here. Furthermore, the 
statistical approach for analysing associa-
tions between TSR-disagreements and men-
tal health problems involved converting two 
predictor variables into a single score. This 
reduces the available information and, thus, 
might imply methodological disadvantages. 
In future studies, more advanced methods, 
such as response surface analysis, could be 
used (e.g., Rodrigues, 2021). 

Concerning the instruments of this study, 
it must be critically highlighted that mental 
health problems were rated very broadly 
(as the total score of the externalising and 
internalising problem scales) and only from 
teachers’ perspectives. This might cause 
same-source effects (Crocket et al., 2018) 
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and bias the assessment of the internalising 
domain, as teachers are often more accu-
rate at identifying externalising problems 
than internalising problems (e.g., Splett et 
al., 2019). In future studies, it could be in-
formative to assess mental health problems 
from teachers’ and students’ perspectives 
and, moreover, by using the 5-factor struc-
ture of the SDQ. Additionally, the clearly 
too low reliability of the dependency scale 
in the regular school sample limits the re-
sults.

With respect to the sample, it should be 
noted that class nests in special schools 
were considerably smaller than those in 
regular schools. Furthermore, substantially 
fewer regular school classes than special 
school classes participated.  

Poor skewness and kurtosis values must 
be mentioned concerning data quality. 
These indicate skewed right and heavy 
tailed variable distributions, especially in 
the regular school sample. The high ICC in 
the null-model shows that much of the vari-
ance in mental health problems is explained 
by the class structure. Thus, class-related 
predictors (e.g., class climate) might be im-
portant for explaining mental health prob-
lems and could be considered as mediator 
variable in future studies. 

Practical implications

Some practical implications for relation-
ship-driven interventions can be identified 
based on the present results. Both a reduc-
tion of TSR-conflict and an increase of the 
agreement on conflict-perceptions seem 
to be important for both school types, but 
especially for regular schools. Reducing 
TSR-conflict could be achieved by increas-
ing positive feedback and behaviour-spe-
cific praise (Kincade et al., 2020). A closer 
alignment of conflict-perspectives could be 
achieved through regular 1:1 meetings with 
clear steps, including conflict descriptions 
from both perspectives and joint action 
planning for future interactions (e.g. Mie-
nert & Vorholz, 2011). Concerning close-

ness, training special school teachers to 
recognise students’ emotions about being 
close to them may be important. Recognis-
ing such emotions could increase teachers’ 
sense of self-efficacy, which is possibly ben-
eficial for future relationship work (Hajo-
vsky et al., 2020) as well as for overall class-
room management (Lazarides et al., 2020). 

A reduction in dependency seems to be 
important in both school types. This could, 
for example, be realised through lessons 
with clearly rhythmised phases of close 
teacher support and self-regulated learning. 
This might allow the students to realise they 
can rely on the teachers’ support without 
constantly demanding security from them 
(Van Loan & Marlowe, 2013).

Reducing negative expectations appears 
to be particularly relevant for special school 
students. For this, regular times for positive 
experiences of being with one another—
e.g., within a Banking Time intervention 
(Williford & Pianta, 2020)—could be effi-
cient as it might create a feeling of assured 
positive teacher attention (Spilt et al., 2022). 

In summary, considering student-rated 
TSRs as well as disagreements between 
teacher- and student perspectives seems 
to be beneficial as it, firstly, addresses the 
complexity of the TSR-construct (Spilt et 
al., 2022) and secondly, allows for deriving 
relationship-based interventions in view of 
teachers’ as well as students’ perspectives.
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