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Abstract 

Close or conflictual relationships between teachers and students relate to various student 

outcomes. Several child-level predictors of teacher-student relationship quality include 

socioeconomic status (SES), ethnic minority status, and language ability. Dual language learners 

(DLLs) are an underrepresented population that may be at increased risk for experiencing 

negative relationships with teachers due to low SES, ethnic mismatch with teachers, and actual 

or perceived lack of English proficiency. The present study examined how Chinese-American 

DLL’s proficiency in Chinese and English relates to levels of closeness, conflict, and 

dependency in their relationships with language-matched bilingual teachers. Data were collected 

from 60 Head Start preschool children (Mage = 46.35 months, SD = 7.40, 38.3% female) and their 

bilingual teachers (n = 29, 96.5% female). Child gender and age correlated with some aspects of 

relationship quality, as observed in previous studies. Chinese proficiency in vocabulary and oral 

comprehension, and English proficiency in understanding directions, were associated with lower 

levels of conflict in teacher-student relationships. Language proficiency in Chinese or English 

was not significantly related to teacher-student closeness, and was not significantly related to 

levels dependency when child age was included as a covariate. These findings suggest some 

aspects of teacher-student relationship quality in DLL populations, especially with language-

matched teachers, might be unique from previously studied White, English monolingual 

populations.  
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Bilingual Teachers’ Perceptions of their Relationships with Dual Language Learning Chinese-

American Preschool Children 

An extensive body of research examines predictors and outcomes related to teacher-

student relationship quality; many student and teacher characteristics relate to relationship 

quality, and close or conflictual relationships are associated with various student outcomes 

(McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015; Pianta, 1999). Researchers use various methods to describe the 

quality of teacher-student relationships; many characterize these relationships by the 

responsiveness (frequency and consistency) and emotional quality of involvement between 

teachers and their students (Pianta et al., 1995). Pianta and colleagues, who developed a 

standardized measure called the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (Pianta, 2001), describe 

closeness in relationships as characterized by frequent and consistent displays of warmth, 

communication, and support, while discordance or tension in interactions indicates conflict, and 

overreliance or strong reaction to separation indicates dependency in relationships.  

Most of the research on teacher-student relationship quality to date has focused on White 

teachers and students. However, some research suggests that children from ethnic minority 

backgrounds and low socioeconomic families are at higher risk of experiencing more negative 

teacher-student relationships (McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015), possibly due to misunderstandings 

or biases about a child’s home culture (Thijs et al., 2012). Biased evaluations and expectations of 

students related to a child’s background can influence how teachers interact with their students. 

For example, teachers may hold lower expectations of achievement for students living in poverty 

and assume these children and their parents are at greater risk for violence, unemployment, and 

divorce (Chen et al., 2020). Teachers may have preconceived ideas about the parents of children 

in poverty being careless or difficult to communicate with. These assumptions potentially 
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influence the teachers to interpret child behaviors in a negative way and stigmatize children in 

poverty or with ethnic minority backgrounds, contributing to increased conflict in the teacher-

student relationship (Jussim, 2012).  

Dual language learners (DLLs) represent a key subgroup of ethnic minority children, and 

research on this population will help us better understand teacher-student relationship quality 

among children from ethnic minority backgrounds. Despite DLLs constituting over 30% of 

children in the United States (Park et al., 2017), few studies of teacher-student relationship 

quality relating specifically to DLLs exist. With increases in immigration and children who 

speak languages other than English in the United States (Pew Research Center, 2015; U.S 

Department of Education, 2018), it is important to conduct research focused on non-White, non-

Native English speakers to understand their experiences with their teachers and to identify areas 

where supports for fostering positive relationships are needed. This study aims to examine how 

DLLs’ language proficiency relates to the relationship quality with their teachers.  

Relationship Quality and Child Outcomes 

Attachment theory suggests teacher-student relationships are extensions of the parent-

child relationship. Caregivers, such as parents and teachers, act as a secure base for children to 

explore and learn while also providing support, comfort, and safety (Bowlby, 1969). Frequent 

and consistent responsiveness to a child’s needs helps support their socioemotional and cognitive 

development by encouraging both motivation to explore as well as regulation of their skills. 

Children create internal working models based on their early relationships, which they apply to 

their future relationships with others (Bowlby, 1988). These working models help children 

understand and interpret their interactions with caregivers, helping to generate an idea of the self, 

of others, and self-other relationships. Internal working models act as a lens for children to 
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initiate and understand their future relationships. Having secure attachments to early caregivers 

is related to positive developmental outcomes (Barlow et al., 2015), including better 

relationships with peers, increased ability to navigate social surroundings and find support, and 

more frequent and complex exploration when faced with new or unfamiliar situations (Cassidy & 

Shaver, 1999).  

Systems theories, such as those proposed by Sameroff (1989) and Bronfenbrenner 

(1979), also describe teachers as an important proximal influence on children’s development. 

Interpersonal relationships, such as those between teachers and their students, are dyadic and 

mutually influential. Interactions between two people can become patterned over time, and the 

qualities of a relationship can shape the behaviors of the participants. Each participant brings 

their own temperaments, beliefs, and expectations into relationships, which can influence the 

development of relational patterns. The relationship between teachers and individual students is 

also nested within additional broader systems, such as those of the classroom and school (Pianta, 

1999). Some researchers suggest that smaller class sizes and school organization may influence 

the quality of relationships between teachers and students because smaller group sizes afford 

more frequent dyadic interactions (Lee & Loeb, 2000). 

Teacher-student relationships influence multiple domains of child development, 

including social and emotional skills, and academic achievement (Davis, 2003; Farmer et al., 

2011; Pianta, 1997; Roorda et al., 2011). These influences are apparent starting in preschool and 

throughout childhood and adolescence. Farmer and colleagues (2011) describe teachers as being 

an “invisible hand” that supports children’s social interactions with peers and facilitates the 

development of peer culture within classrooms and schools. For instance, levels of conflict and 

closeness within teacher-student relationships have been shown to predict social competence in 
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children – specifically, preschool children with more positive teacher-student relationships are 

also rated as being more socially competent, and are reported to display more prosocial 

behaviors (Copeland-Mitchell et al., 1997). Prosocial behaviors have also been associated with 

security within teacher-student relationships in preschool (Howes et al., 1994), demonstrating 

that effects may be bidirectional. Socially competent children are effective in social interactions 

and often display effective problem-solving, emotion regulation, and communication skills 

(Sroufe et al., 2005). Social competence with peers also involves being sensitive and empathetic, 

while maladaptive peer relationships include social withdrawal and aggression (Sroufe, 1983).  

On the other hand, children with more conflictual relationships with their teachers display 

decreases in their prosocial behavior over time, as well as increases in peer-reported aggression 

(Birch & Ladd, 1998). Silver and colleagues (2005) found that externalizing behaviors, which 

include aggression, defiance, and problematic conduct within the classroom, tend to increase 

more rapidly from kindergarten to third grade for students who experience conflict with their 

kindergarten teachers. This same study also found that the children with high externalizing 

behaviors in kindergarten benefit the most from having close relationships with their teachers, 

showing declines in their externalizing behaviors through third grade. While closeness in 

relationships may support development and displays of prosocial behaviors, conflict within 

relationships may suppress displays of prosocial behaviors and encourage the use of aggressive 

tactics in social interactions. As children display less prosociality and increased aggression, this 

may lead to difficulties forming friendships or positive relationships with other teachers, 

contributing to a negative cycle across time. 

Likewise, dependency in relationships is often considered a negative relationship 

dimension. One meta-analysis of studies looking at preschool to primary school students and 
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their teachers found that levels of dependency are significantly positively associated with levels 

of externalizing (undercontrolled, outwardly directed behaviors such as aggression) and 

internalizing (overcontrolled, inwardly directed behaviors such as anxiety) behaviors (Roorda et 

al., 2021). Another study found that preschool and kindergarten children with higher levels of 

dependency are rated by their teachers as being fussy, difficult, and less compliant than other 

students (Doumen et al., 2009). However, less research on dependency in teacher-student 

relationships has been conducted compared to closeness and conflict, and some studies have 

found dependency to be a neutral or positive influence, especially when children are younger 

(see Verschueren & Koomen, 2021). One study of in Portugal found that dependent teacher-

student relationships early on in preschool relates to higher effortful control later in preschool 

(Ferreira et al., 2021). Effortful control is a concept that describes the voluntary process of self-

regulation, which includes shifting attention and adjusting behaviors in accordance with 

emotional experiences (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004).  

Positive relationships with teachers have also been associated with frustration tolerance 

(Pianta et al., 1997), perhaps contributing to a child’s development of emotion regulation. In 

Pianta et al.’s study, the security of relationships with teachers in preschool was positively 

associated with a child’s capability to tolerate frustration in kindergarten, while conflict in the 

teacher-student relationship was negatively associated with frustration tolerance. Responsive 

caregivers, including teachers, provide support to help children manage their emotions 

(Thompson, 1994) by helping children label and express their emotions appropriately within the 

classroom (Pianta, 1999).  

Additionally, teacher-student relationships influence not only children’s academic 

performance, but also their attitudes and motivations related to school (Birch & Ladd, 1997; 
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Roorda et al., 2011). Positive teacher-child relationships can be compensatory resources and 

especially beneficial for students who have other risk factors for poor academic performance, 

such as low SES, aggression, and negative parent-child relationships (McGrath & Van Bergen, 

2015; Meehan et al., 2003). Hamre and Pianta (2001) found that negative teacher-student 

relationships in kindergarten predicted student grades and standardized test scores through eighth 

grade. In this study, aggressive children who had positive teacher-student relationships in 

kindergarten had fewer disciplinary problems and a lower risk for school suspension. For 

children of color, a close relationship with a teacher in preschool has predicted better language 

skills in second grade (Burchinal et al., 2002). Together, these findings underscore the 

importance of teacher-student relationships on children’s outcomes and the need to examine 

predictors of different aspects of the teacher-student relationship. 

Child-Level Predictors of Teacher-Student Relationships 

Some child characteristics have been found to predict less positive teacher-student 

relationships, including low SES (Ladd et al., 1999, Wyrick & Rudasill, 2009), ethnic minority 

status, and students for whom English is a second language (Fumoto et al., 2007; Sullivan et al., 

2015). Specifically, preschool and kindergarten teachers tend to report less positive relationships 

with Asian and Hispanic students compared to White students, and an ethnic mismatch between 

teachers and students is related to more negative ratings of relationship quality (Kesner, 2000; 

Saft & Pianta, 2001). Emerging research suggests that this disconnect between teachers and 

students may stem from misunderstandings or bias about a child’s home culture (Thijs et al., 

2012). Another possible explanation for the observed differences may be a child’s language 

ability, specifically English language proficiency.  
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Language is a key mechanism by which social relationships develop, and there are links 

between a child’s language competence and social skills. Specifically, children with language 

impairments tend to have lower self-esteem, lower ratings of emotion regulation, and are more 

withdrawn than children who do not have language impairments (Jerome et al., 2002; Fujiki et 

al., 2002; Fujiki et al., 1999). These child characteristics may impact the quality of relationships 

with their teachers (Howes et al., 2000). Rudasill and colleagues (2006) found that preschool 

children (whose primary language is English) were more likely to have conflictual relationships 

with their teachers if the children were less shy and had lower language complexity. Similarly, 

Hernández et al. (2016) found that children’s verbal competence was negatively associated with 

teacher-student conflict in kindergarten. The relationship between language and teacher-student 

dependency is less clear. The same Rudasill et al. (2006) study found that shy children with more 

language complexity are more likely to have dependent relationships with their teachers. 

However, another study by Rudasill and Acar (2019) found that shy children with dependent 

teacher-student relationships have lower receptive language scores, an incongruence possibly 

explained by method of conceptualizing language ability. If language ability impacts 

relationships for English-speaking students and their teachers, then competency in English may 

especially impact the quality of DLLs’ or English learners’ relationships with teachers. 

In one comparative study, native English-speaking kindergarten teachers rated their 

relationships with English learner (EL) students as less close and less conflictual than with non-

EL students (Sullivan et al., 2015). Additionally, early childhood education teachers’ ratings of 

closeness seem to be influenced by their perception of a child’s English language skills (Fumoto 

et al., 2007). Fumoto et al. found that young children who were judged as having less experience 

with English experienced lower levels of closeness with their teachers at the beginning of the 
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year compared with monolingual or fluent English-speaking students. Interestingly, no 

significant differences in closeness scores were found at the end of the school year, suggesting 

that levels of closeness for children with less experience with English caught up to the levels of 

closeness experienced by monolingual English-speaking students. Fewer studies examine the 

construct of dependency,   

Language is the main modality by which students and teachers communicate, and 

information conveyed by students may be processed differently by teachers depending on a 

teacher’s perceptions of how they relate to the student (Pianta, 1999). Linguistic and cultural 

differences may affect teacher perceptions that hinder the development of close relationships 

with EL students (Youngs & Youngs, 2001). The importance of language in teacher-student 

relationships is also reflected in the inclusion of related questions such as, “This child 

spontaneously shares information about him/herself” in the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale 

(STRS), which is one common measure of teacher-student relationship quality (Pianta, 2001). 

The Current Study 

Based on prior research in EL and ethnic minority populations, DLLs may be at 

heightened risk of experiencing more negative relationships with their teachers if their English 

language proficiency is low, but they may also be at risk due to their potential cultural 

mismatches with their teachers. DLLs are distinct from EL students, who are classified as 

needing additional support to learn English once they enter formal schooling (Abedi, 2008). 

DLLs are those who are learning their first language simultaneously with another language, and 

this status does not indicate their proficiency in either of their languages (Halle et al., 2014). 

DLLs may develop high proficiency in both of their languages, high proficiency in one of their 

languages but low proficiency in the other, or low proficiency in both languages (Hammer et al., 
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2014). These children are at a higher risk of experiencing low SES than monolingual English-

speaking children as well (Park et al., 2017). Examining the teacher-student relationship quality 

in the DLL population will strengthen our understanding of the influence of language proficiency 

on teachers’ perceptions of their relationships with minority and multilingual students.  

Using data collected in the first wave of a longitudinal study of low-income, Chinese-

American DLL preschoolers, the current study explores the relations between DLLs’ language 

proficiency in Chinese and English, and their quality of relationship with their bilingual Head 

Start preschool teachers. While the majority of DLLs in the U.S. are Spanish-speaking and from 

Hispanic or Latin backgrounds, recently Chinese has been the third most common home 

language spoken by DLLs, and Asians are projected to become the largest immigrant group by 

2065 (Pew Research Center, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2018). Chinese-American 

children have been under-examined, especially given that in California specifically, Chinese is 

the second most common language spoken by students whose home language is not English 

(California Department of Education, 2020). 

This study investigates, in what ways do Chinese proficiency and English proficiency 

predict teacher-student relationship quality for DLLs and their bilingual teachers? DLLs display 

a wide range of proficiency in each language they are learning: how does having high or low 

proficiency in each language relate to the quality of relationship with teachers? Due to the 

importance of language as a medium to connect and communicate with teachers, and that 

teachers in this study are bilingual, it is hypothesized that higher Chinese proficiency and higher 

English proficiency relate to closer teacher-student relationships. In line with previous research, 

it is hypothesized that lower language proficiency in English and Chinese predict higher levels of 

conflict and dependency (Rudasill et al., 2006).  
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Method 

Participants 

Chinese-American preschool children and their teachers were included from a larger 

sample of DLL children participating in the Language, Emotion, and Development project at the 

University of California, Berkeley and Davis. The participants for this study include 60 Chinese-

American preschool children (Mage = 46.35 months, SD = 7.4, 61.7% male) and their bilingual 

teachers (n = 29) recruited from Northern California Head Start centers. To be eligible, children 

needed to be 3 or 4 years of age (36 - 59 months) at the time of recruitment, able to speak two-

word phrases in Chinese, and attend Head Start preschool programs for more than 3 days per 

week. Additionally, both parents needed to identify themselves as ethnic Chinese and report 

Chinese (Mandarin, Cantonese, or any other Chinese dialect) as their home language. Children 

with reported language delays and children who required speech therapy were not included in the 

study. The teachers in our sample are bilingual in a Chinese dialect that matches the child’s 

home language (Mandarin, Cantonese, Taishanese, etc.). Many teachers reported proficiency in 

multiple Chinese dialects. Data were collected in 2019 and 2020 before the COVID-19 pandemic 

and subsequent school/center closures. 

Procedure 

Head Start centers were contacted for consent to conduct recruitment activities, carried 

out by research assistants. At the centers, bilingual parents were introduced to the study aims and 

asked to provide their contact information if interested in participating. Parents who expressed 

interest were then contacted via telephone and screened for eligibility.  

Participants were visited at their homes where bilingual research assistants provided 

surveys to the parents and administered language tests and socioemotional tasks to the 
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children.  Parent surveys included demographic information, such as the home language spoken, 

mother’s immigrant status and level of education, and child’s immigrant status and age of first 

exposure to English. This information is summarized in Table 1. Families were compensated 

with $75 per parent.  

Once families completed the home visit, children’s teachers were contacted via email. 

Teacher surveys were collected to obtain demographic information and included the Student-

Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) (Pianta, 2001). Teachers’ demographic information, such as 

gender (96.5% female), Chinese language, and educational background is summarized in Table 

2. Surveys were collected online using Qualtrics, and upon completion participants were

compensated with $25 per questionnaire (up to $150). 

Measures 

Language Proficiency  

Child language measures include the Picture Vocabulary, Understanding Directions, and 

Oral Comprehension subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson IV (WJ IV) Test of Oral Language for 

English (Schrank et al., 2014). All subtests were administered by research assistants during the 

in-person visit. A Chinese proficiency measure was adapted from the Spanish version of the 

Picture Vocabulary, Understanding Directions, and Oral Comprehension subtests of the WJIV by 

Spanish-English and Chinese-English bilingual students as has been done in previous studies 

(Chernoff et al., 2021; Chung et al., 2019; Uchikoshi, 2013).  

Picture Vocabulary. The picture vocabulary measure requires children to name pictures 

that may or may not be familiar to them. The pictures are ordered by increasing difficulty, and 

administrators rate whether the child’s response is correct (1) or incorrect (0). There are 54 items 

in this measure, but assessment was discontinued after six consecutive errors. The median test 
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reliability for English at age 4 is .94 (McGrew et al., 2014). The alpha reliability in Chinese for 

our sample was .91. 

Understanding Directions. The understanding directions measure requires children to 

follow directions given through an audio recording and measures children’s receptive skills and 

ability to follow directions. Children are presented with a picture, and are directed to point to 

certain objects. The directions are ordered by increasing difficulty, where the first item may be to 

point to one object, while more difficult items direct children to point to multiple objects in a 

certain order, or to point to objects that are the “tallest” or are the “closest” to other objects. 

Children are rated as being correct (1) or incorrect (0) in their pointing. This measure consists of 

six pictures and 55 total items. The median test reliability coefficient for English at age 4 is .95 

(McGrew et al., 2014). The alpha reliability for this sample in Chinese was .90. 

Oral Comprehension. The oral comprehension subtest measures listening, reasoning, 

and vocabulary skills and requires children to verbally complete a sentence such as, “People sit 

in…,” with acceptable answers being appropriate one-word answers such as chairs, rooms, or 

school. The statements are ordered by increasing difficulty. Children’s responses are rated as 

being correct (1) or incorrect (0). This measure includes 33 items, but assessment was 

discontinued after six consecutive errors. The median test reliability coefficient for English at 

age 4 is .86 (McGrew et al., 2014). The alpha reliability for this sample in Chinese was .87. 

Relationship Quality 

Relationship quality was measured using the Student Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) 

(Pianta, 2001) completed by teachers. This self-report instrument measures a teacher’s 

perception of their relationship with individual students using dimensions of closeness, conflict, 

and dependency; closeness indicates the amount of warmth, communication and support; conflict 
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indicates the amount of discordance or tension; dependency indicates the amount of overreliance 

or neediness (Pianta et al., 1995). 28 items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, indicating the 

extent to which each item applies to a teacher’s relationship with a particular student. The 

closeness scale consists of 11 items ( = .86), the conflict scale consists of 12 items ( = .92), 

and the dependency scale consists of 5 items ( = .64). Items are grouped to provide information 

about the three dimensions. High levels of closeness and low levels of conflict and dependency 

indicate more positive relationship quality. 

Analytic Approach 

Multiple linear regressions were conducted to test the hypotheses using Mplus. Some of 

the teachers in this study had multiple students participating, resulting in clustered data by 

teacher. To account for the nonindependence of observations, the “Type = Complex” analysis 

command and full information maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors 

(MLR) was used. Chinese and English raw scores for each language subtest were paired and 

used to predict each relationship quality outcome. All results are standardized. 

Results 

Descriptive Analyses 

Descriptive statistics for language proficiency and relationship quality are presented in 

Table 3. Standard deviations for Picture Vocabulary in English (M = 11.97, SD = 5.86), 

Understanding Directions in English (M = 7.30, SD = 7.10), and Picture Vocabulary in Chinese 

(M = 10.95, SD = 6.85) were high, suggesting variability in language abilities. On average, 

children were more proficient in Understand Directions in English rather than Chinese, while 

average performance in Picture Vocabulary and Oral Comprehension was similar across 

languages. Regarding teacher-student relationship quality, teacher-reported closeness (M = 



14 

45.10, SD = 6.59) and conflict levels (M = 21.70, SD = 7.17) are similar to those reported in a 

normative sample of children aged younger than 5 years (Pianta, 2001). However, the mean level 

of dependency reported (M = 12.05, SD = 3.24) was 1.53 points higher than the normative 

sample.  

Correlational analyses revealed that teacher-reported conflict and dependency were 

moderately related, r(58) = .33, p < .01, which indicates that teacher-child dependency increases 

as teacher-child conflict increases. There were several small but significant associations among 

gender and age covariates and the outcome variables. Teachers reported higher closeness in their 

relationships with female students (r = .28, p < .05) and higher conflict with male students (r = 

-.372, p < .01). Teachers also reported higher dependency with younger students (r = -.346, p 

< .01). Likewise, significant small to moderate associations were revealed between some 

language measures and teacher-student conflict and dependency. Notably, teachers reported less 

conflict (r = -.33, p < .01) and dependency (r = -.35, p < .01) in their relationships with students 

with higher scores in Understanding Directions in English. None of the language measures 

correlated with teacher-student closeness. The correlation matrix is presented in Table 4. 

Closeness 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine the relations between teacher-

student closeness and student proficiency in Picture Vocabulary in Chinese and English (Table 

5). The model was not statistically significant at explaining variability in levels of closeness, R2 

= .033, z = .476, p > .05. A second model with gender included as a covariate also did not 

explain a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .085, z = 1.089, p > .05. 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine the relations between teacher-

student closeness and student proficiency in Oral Comprehension in Chinese and English (Table 



15 

6). The model was not statistically significant at explaining variability in levels of closeness, R2 

= .013, z = .414, p > .05. A second model with gender included as a covariate also did not 

explain a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .079, z = 1.231, p > .05. 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine the relations between teacher-

student closeness and student proficiency in Understanding Directions in Chinese and English 

(Table 7). The model was not statistically significant at explaining variability in levels of 

closeness, R2 = .016, z = .431, p > .05. A second model with gender included as a covariate also 

did not explain a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .077, z = 1.196, p > .05. 

As the language measures were not correlated with teacher-student closeness, none of the 

language measures were significantly associated with teacher-student closeness.  

Conflict 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine teacher-student conflict and 

student proficiency in Picture Vocabulary in Chinese and English (Table 8). Chinese proficiency 

in Picture Vocabulary was associated with lower teacher-student conflict, β = -.299, p = .015. 

The model was not statistically significant at explaining variability in levels of conflict, R2 

= .088, z = 1.23, p > .05. However, a second model with gender included as a covariate explained 

a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .195, z = 2.40, p < .05. Chinese proficiency was 

moderately associated with conflict when gender is included as a covariate, β = -.226, p = .059. 

English proficiency in Picture Vocabulary was not significantly associated with teacher-student 

conflict.  

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine the relations between teacher-

student conflict and student proficiency in Oral Comprehension in Chinese and English (Table 

9). Chinese proficiency in Oral Comprehension was associated with lower teacher-student 
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conflict, β = -.296, p = .000. The model was statistically significant at explaining variability in 

levels of conflict, R2 = .091, z = 2.08, p < .05. A second model with gender included as a 

covariate also explained a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .191, z = 3.27, p < .01. Chinese 

proficiency remained significantly associated with conflict when gender was included as a 

covariate, β = -.243, p = .009. English proficiency in Oral Comprehension was not significantly 

associated with teacher-student conflict. 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine the relations between teacher-

student conflict and student proficiency in Understanding Directions in Chinese and English 

(Table 10). English proficiency in Understanding Directions was associated with lower teacher-

student conflict, β = -.284, p = .008. The model was statistically significant at explaining 

variability in levels of conflict, R2 = .123, z = 2.19, p < .05. A second model with gender included 

as a covariate also explained a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .184, z = 3.93, p < .01. 

English proficiency is only moderately associated with conflict when gender is included as a 

covariate, β = -.202, p = .098. Chinese proficiency in Understanding Directions was not 

significantly associated with teacher-student conflict.  

Dependency 

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine the relations between teacher-

student dependency and student proficiency in Picture Vocabulary in Chinese and English (Table 

11). Picture Vocabulary proficiency in either language was not significantly associated with 

teacher-student dependency. The model was not statistically significant at explaining variability 

in levels of dependency, R2 = .06, z = .78, p > .05. A second model with age included as a 

covariate also did not explain a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .13, z = 1.44, p > .05.  
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A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine relations between teacher-student 

dependency and student proficiency in Oral Comprehension in Chinese and English (Table 12). 

English proficiency in Oral Comprehension was associated with lower teacher-student 

dependency, β = -.241, p = .003. The model was not statistically significant at explaining 

variability in levels of dependency, R2 = .07, z = 1.34, p > .05. A second model with age included 

as a covariate also did not explain a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .15, z = 1.75, p > .05. 

English proficiency is moderately associated with predicting dependency when age is included as 

a covariate, β = -.174, p = .088. Chinese proficiency in Oral Comprehension was not associated 

with teacher-student dependency.  

A multiple linear regression was calculated to examine relations between teacher-student 

dependency and student proficiency in Understanding Directions in Chinese and English (Table 

13). English proficiency in Understanding Directions was associated with lower teacher-student 

dependency, β = -.337, p = .028. The model was not statistically significant at explaining 

variability in levels of dependency, R2 = .12, z = 1.36, p > .05. A second model with age included 

as a covariate also did not explain a significant proportion of variance, R2 = .16, z = 1.55, p > .05. 

English proficiency was not significantly associated with dependency when age was added as a 

covariate, β = -.236, p = .103. Chinese proficiency in Understanding Directions was not 

associated with teacher-student dependency. 

Discussion 

The current study used child language proficiency tests and teacher questionnaires to 

explore associations among bilingual language proficiency and teacher-student relationship 

quality in a group of Chinese-American preschool children and their bilingual teachers. The 

quality of relationship between teachers and students have been found to correlate with a 
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multitude of child outcomes (McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015; Pianta, 1999); positive relationships 

characterized by higher levels of closeness and lower levels of conflict and dependency are 

thought to be beneficial for socioemotional and academic development (Pianta, 2001). Child 

ethnicity, socioeconomic status (Wyrick & Rudasill, 2009), and English language ability 

(Fumoto et al., 2007) have been child characteristics found to relate to relationship quality, 

generally between White teachers and their minority students. DLL children may be at increased 

risk for experiencing negative relationships; the present findings provide empirical evidence 

illustrating the role of language in teacher-student relationships in this underrepresented sample.   

 Similar to previous studies, child gender and age correlated with some aspects of 

relationship quality, such as girls having higher levels of closeness and boys having higher levels 

of conflict (Buyse et al., 2011; Jerome et al., 2009), and younger children having higher levels of 

dependency (Pianta, 2001) in their relationships. This study also found that a child’s language 

proficiency explains a significant proportion of variance in levels of conflict within teacher-

student relationships. A DLL child’s Chinese proficiency in vocabulary and oral comprehension, 

and English proficiency in understanding directions were associated with lower levels of conflict 

in relationships with bilingual teachers. These findings only partially support my prediction that 

higher proficiency in Chinese and English are associated with lower levels of conflict. In general, 

there is a connection between language complexity and classroom behavior (Qi & Kaiser, 2004); 

this relationship may be more complicated when children and teachers are multilingual. One 

possible explanation for the findings is that students and teachers use Chinese and English in 

different situations or conversations within the classroom. For example, one-on-one 

conversations between teachers and students where thoughts and intentions are exchanged and 

understood (using vocabulary and oral comprehension skills) may take place more frequently in 
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Chinese, making Chinese proficiency important in facilitating shared positive experience and 

less conflict between teachers and their students. On the other hand, teachers may give out 

directions or instructions to the entire class in English, so that with less proficiency in 

understanding directions in English, conflicts between teachers and their students are more likely 

to occur. More information about teacher and student language use within the classroom, or 

examinations of the relationship between bilingual proficiency and classroom behaviors may 

help to clarify these findings.  

Contrary to my prediction, language proficiency in either English or Chinese did not 

significantly predict closeness in relationships for our sample of students and teachers. Likewise, 

language proficiency did not significantly predict dependency in relationships when the age of 

the students was taken into account. While English language proficiency relates to relationship 

quality for White teachers and their ethnic minority and/or EL students (Burchinal et al., 2002; 

Fumoto et al., 2007), it may be the case that language proficiency is not a significant factor in 

developing closeness or dependency when bilingual teachers and their DLL students speak the 

same languages. Other child characteristics that have been found to correlate with relationship 

quality such as temperament, internalizing and externalizing behaviors, or academic ability (see 

McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015) may be more influential in developing positive relationships for 

this population. Some research also suggests that cultural differences can lead to discrepancies in 

the perception of dependency. While most research focused on White, Western cultures consider 

dependency to be a negative aspect of relationships, this may not be the case in more 

collectivistic countries (Demirkaya & Bakkaloglu, 2015; Tsigilis et al., 2017). Collectivist 

cultures emphasize group goals, which may lead to dependent behaviors from children eliciting 

feelings of closeness or protection for adults. In any case, finding the factors that do facilitate 
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positive relationships between bilingual teachers and their DLL students in the U.S. is an 

important next step in understanding how to support the DLL population within classrooms. 

Although the current study provides valuable information about how language 

proficiency may influence teacher-student relationship quality, the study also has limitations. 

One limitation is that data was collected at different time points throughout the school year, so 

that some teachers had spent more time with their students than others. Some research suggests 

that over the course of the school year, teachers rate their relationships with students as more 

close (Fumoto et al., 2007). This may partially be due to the rapid language development seen 

during the preschool years, but may also be influenced by teachers’ experiences and sensitivity 

towards their students’ needs, temperaments, and efforts to communicate. Future work 

examining how relationships change over the course of the school year for DLL students may 

reveal relationships between language proficiency and teacher-student closeness and dependency 

not observed in this study.  

Future studies incorporating teacher characteristics in examinations of factors influencing 

teacher-student relationship quality for DLL students would facilitate a more comprehensive 

understanding of how to support positive relationships within classrooms. Relationships build 

upon reciprocal exchanges, and teacher characteristics have also been found to predict 

relationship quality. Indeed, some studies have found that teacher characteristics account for 

more variance in teacher-student relationships than child characteristics, especially regarding 

conflict and dependency (Rudasill et al., 2006; Saft & Pianta, 2001). Teachers’ perceptions of 

children’s behaviors and ability to communicate do not necessarily reflect actual behaviors and 

language proficiency, and teachers may characterize their relationships in biased or stereotyped 

ways (Kesner, 2000). Understanding teacher characteristics could lead to teacher development 



21 

programs aimed at increasing teacher practices that support positive teacher-student relationships 

while discouraging those that correlate with negative relationships.  

Furthermore, while this study examines relationships between DLL students and their 

bilingual teachers, there is a shortage of bilingual teachers to support EL students in dual-

language immersion programs (Learning English, 2019), and 79% of public school teachers in 

the U.S. are White (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). Many DLLs will have 

teachers who are English monolingual, or are multilingual in languages different from the child’s 

heritage language. Future studies should examine the child and teacher characteristics that play a 

role in teacher-student relationships for DLLs who do not have language matched teachers. Such 

studies would further our understanding of teacher-student relationship quality for children who 

are potentially at risk for experiencing negative relationships due to SES, ethnic minority status, 

and English language proficiency, and assist in developing methods to support positive 

relationship development within the classroom for this population of students.  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographic Information (Families) 

N % Mean SD 

Min - 

Max 

Home Language Mandarin 3 5 

Cantonese 55 91.67 

Taishanese 2 3.33 

Mother’s Education 

Level 

No School 
7 11.7 

Less than High 

School 
2 3.3 

Some High School 19 31.7 

Technical or 

Vocational 

Training / Some 

college 

12 20 

Associate Degree 18 30 

Bachelor’s / 

Master’s Degree 
2 3.3 

Mother immigrant Yes 56 93.3 

Child gender Female 23 38.3 

Male 37 61.7 

Child age (in 

months) 
46.35 7.401 36 - 61 

Child immigrant Yes; age 

immigrated to US 

(in months) 

10 16.7 19.60 14.347 4 - 36 

Child’s age of first 

exposure to English 

(in months) 

2.685 5.1051 0 - 33 

Child Attends 

Chinese School 

Yes 
2 3.3 
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Table 2 

Participant Demographic Information (Teachers) 

N % Mean SD Min - Max 

Gender Female 28 96.5 

Male 1 3.45 

Chinese Mandarin 23 79.31 

Cantonese 29 100 

Other 5 17.24 

Highest Level of 

Education 

High school 

diploma/GED 

2 3.3 

Some college 16 26.7 

Associate’s 

Degree 

20 33.3 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

19 31.7 

Some graduate 

school 

3 5.0 

Number of Years 

Working with 

Children 

Total 15.42 9.443 2 - 32 

DLLs 10.75 8.881 0 - 28 
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Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics of Language Proficiency and STRS Subscales 

Mean SD Min Max 

Picture Vocabulary English 11.97 5.860 0 28 

Chinese 10.95 6.848 1 23 

Understanding Directions English 7.30 7.100 0 26 

Chinese 4.22 4.392 0 27 

Oral Comprehension English 1.12 2.512 0 14 

Chinese 1.23 2.500 0 12 

Relationship Quality Closeness 45.10 6.591 28 55 

Conflict 21.70 7.172 13 47 

Dependency 12.05 3.239 6 20 
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Table 4 

Correlation Coefficients for Relations between Child Characteristics and Teacher-Child Relationship Quality 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Gender — — — — — — — — — — — 

2. Age (Months) .243 — .395** .289* .323* .397** .490* .334** .221 -.117 -.346** 

3. Picture Vocabulary

(English)
.264* .395** — -.117 .665** .270* .729** .212 .152 -.008 -.187 

4. Picture Vocabulary

(Chinese)
.177 .289* -.117 — -.053 .547** .207 .557** .080 -.294* -.138 

5. Oral Comprehension

(English)
.225 .323* .665** -.053 — .301* .594** .177 .076 -.106 -.263* 

6. Oral Comprehension

(Chinese)
.216 .397** .270* .547** .301* — .550** .605** .106 -.301* -.146 

7. Understanding

Directions (English)
.380** .490** .729** .207 .594** .550** — .372** .105 -.331** -.345** 

8. Understanding

Directions (Chinese)
.331** .334** .212 .557** .177 .605** .372** — .107 -.232 -.147 

9. Closeness .276* .221 .152 .080 .076 .106 .105 .107 — -.243 .114 

10. Conflict -.372** -.117 -.008 -.294* -.106 -.301* -.331** -.232 -.243 — .334** 

11. Dependency -.236 -.346** -.187 -.138 -.263* -.146 -.345** -.147 .114 .334** — 

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Table 5 

Regression Table: Picture Vocabulary on Teacher-Student Closeness 

 A. Closeness B. Closeness 

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Picture Vocabulary (English) .163 .168 .329 .093 .156 .550 

Picture Vocabulary (Chinese) .099 .195 .613 .047 .202 .814 

Gender — — — .243 .127 .056 
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Table 6 

Regression Table: Oral Comprehension on Teacher-Student Closeness 

A. Closeness B. Closeness

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Oral Comprehension (English) .049 .087 .576 .002 .070 .976 

Oral Comprehension (Chinese) .091 .134 .498 .047 .123 .698 

Gender — — — .266 .126 .034 
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Table 7 

Regression Table: Understanding Directions on Teacher-Student Closeness 

A. Closeness B. Closeness

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Understanding Directions (English) .076 .148 .609 -.005 .139 .969 

Understanding Directions (Chinese) .079 .103 .444 .019 .115 .869 

Gender — — — .272 .140 .052 
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Table 8 

Regression Table: Picture Vocabulary on Teacher-Student Conflict 

A. Conflict B. Conflict

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Picture Vocabulary (English) -.043 .112 .701 .057 .110 .604 

Picture Vocabulary (Chinese) -.299 .123 .015 -.226 .120 .059 

Gender — — — -.347 .094 .000 
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Table 9 

Regression Table: Oral Comprehension on Teacher-Student Conflict 

A. Conflict B. Conflict

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Oral Comprehension (English) -.017 .093 .853 .040 .064 .526 

Oral Comprehension (Chinese) -.296 .072 .000 -.243 .092 .009 

Gender — — — -.328 .083 .000 
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Table 10 

Regression Table: Understanding Directions on Teacher-Student Conflict 

A. Conflict B. Conflict

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Understanding Directions (English) -.284 .107 .008 -.202 .122 .098 

Understanding Directions (Chinese) -.126 .086 .144 -.066 .084 .426 

Gender — — — -.0273 .099 .006 
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Table 11 

Regression Table: Picture Vocabulary on Teacher-Student Dependency 

A. Dependency B. Dependency

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Picture Vocabulary (English) -.206 .154 .182 -.076 .171 .657 

Picture Vocabulary (Chinese) -.162 .129 .208 -.061 .150 .685 

Age — — — -.298 .147 .043 
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Table 12 

Regression Table: Oral Comprehension on Teacher-Student Dependency 

A. Dependency B. Dependency

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Oral Comprehension (English) -.241 .082 .003 -.174 .102 .088 

Oral Comprehension (Chinese) -.073 .129 .569 .025 .135 .851 

Age — — — -.300 .137 .029 
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Table 13 

Regression Table: Understanding Directions on Teacher-Student Dependency 

A. Dependency B. Dependency

Parameter β S.E. p β S.E. p 

Understanding Directions (English) -.337 .153 .028 -.236 .145 .103 

Understanding Directions (Chinese) -.022 .164 .893 .020 .158 .902 

Gender — — — -.237 .133 .074 




