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The present study investigated the extent to which the quality of both parent-child and teacher-child relation-
ships uniquely and interactively relates to a child’s task persistence in first grade. Furthermore, the study also
examined the role of a child’s task persistence in the quality of their relationships with their parents and teachers
after controlling for the child’s gender, temperament, academic performance, and parental education level. The
study followed Lithuanian children from the beginning (T1, n = 337) to the end (T2, n = 341) of first grade,
along with their parents (T1, n = 347; T2, n = 323) and first-grade teachers (T1, n = 24; T2, n = 25). At the start
of first grade, the children completed reading, spelling, and math (i.e., addition and subtraction) performance
tests. The parents and teachers filled out questionnaires at the beginning and end of these students’ first-grade
academic year. The parents reported on the quality of their relationships with their children and on their chil-
dren’s temperament, while teachers reported on their relationship quality with each student and their task
persistence. First, the results indicated that a conflictual relationship between the students and their teachers was
related negatively to subsequent task persistence. Second, the moderation results indicated that if the teacher-
child relationship was close, then a close parent-child relationship longitudinally was related positively to the
children’s task persistence. Third, the results indicated that a child’s higher level of task persistence was asso-
ciated longitudinally with a closer relationship with their first-grade teachers.

1. Introduction

Many children enter first grade highly motivated to learn. Simulta-
neously, they are exposed to new academic tasks that can be challenging
(Torgrimson et al., 2021). Furthermore, different levels of academic
skills can be related to a lack of persistence among some children in the
face of such challenging tasks (Kikas et al., 2016; Merritt et al., 2012). As
children’s learning takes place in social circumstances, established re-
lationships with significant adults (parents and teachers) can serve as a
motivational resource and social support system for children to over-
come challenges related to academic tasks (Pianta, 1997; Skinner, 2016;
Verschueren & Koomen, 2012).

Empirical evidence indicates that parent- and teacher-child rela-
tionship quality can be associated with children’s academic outcomes
(Pianta, 1997; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). However, we know less about
how parent- and teacher-child relationship quality and children’s
motivational behavior, including task persistence, are interrelated
mutually. In particular, to the best of our knowledge, the cumulative and

compensatory effects of parent- and teacher-child relationship quality
on children’s task persistence in first grade have not been examined
previously. Only a few extant studies have examined the interaction
effects of parent and teacher relationship quality on children’s academic
outcomes at the very beginning of primary school (Heatly &
Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Kiuru et al., 2016). Furthermore, how children
approach tasks also can be related longitudinally to parents and teach-
ers’ subsequent affective responses and, thus, to the quality of parent-
and teacher-child relationships (Sameroff & Mackenzie, 2003; Silinskas
et al., 2015; Wentzel, 2016). However, the question of whether a child’s
task persistence after the critical transition to primary school is linked
longitudinally to their relationships with their parents and teachers has
not yet been examined.

Consequently, the present study aimed to shed further light on the
reciprocal associations and possible interaction effects of parent-child
and teacher-child relationships on first-grade children’s task persis-
tence among a sample of Lithuanian children.
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1.1. Children’s task persistence and parent- and teacher—child
relationship quality

During a regular school day, children must complete different
reading, writing, and math tasks that their classroom teacher assigns.
Thus, children’s motivational behavior—i.e., task persistence—can be
defined as children’s attention focus and active behavioral effort to stay
on task, even if the task becomes difficult (Onatsu-Arvilommi & Nurmi,
2000; Zhang et al., 2011). Such behavior can become a critical
component of successful learning. Previous studies have indicated that
children who make active efforts to complete difficult academic tasks
more often have rewarding learning experiences. Therefore, they are
more likely to have a positive attitude toward themselves and the school,
perform better, and acquire higher-level literacy and math skills (Grimm
et al., 2010; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2019; Hughes et al., 2008; Kikas &
Silinskas, 2016; Onatsu-Arvilommi & Nurmi, 2000). However, some
children may struggle to remain persistent when faced with difficult
tasks. Various individual and contextual factors might be related to such
challenges.

Parent-child and teacher-child relationship quality represents an
important contextual factor that might be related to children’s task
persistence (Davis, 2003; Driscoll et al., 2011; Pianta et al., 1997;
Skinner, 2016; Wentzel, 2016). According to attachment theory (Ains-
worth, 1989; Bowlby, 1982) and self-determination theory (SDT)
(Reeve, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2000), positive parent- and teacher-child
relationships represent a supportive learning environment in which
parents and teachers constructively help children direct and coordinate
their learning-related behaviors toward tasks (Pianta, 1997). However,
negative parent-child and teacher-child relationships might be related to
difficulties in providing constructive guidance and might be associated
with how children approach difficult tasks (Pianta, 1997).

In light of these findings, and based on the attachment relationship
model (Pianta, 2001; Verschueren, 2015), in the present study, we
focused on two distinct, but related, relationship qualities: closeness and
conflict (Pianta, 1997; Roorda et al., 2017; Spilt & Koomen, 2009).
Closeness represents a positive relationship in which the interaction
between a child and their parents or teachers is sensitive, warm, and
accompanied by open communication and positive emotions (Kiuru
et al., 2020; Pianta, 1992; Pianta et al., 2001). In contrast, conflict
represents a negative relationship in which these same interactions are
hostile, withdrawn, and imbued with negative emotions and difficulties
in regulating the child’s behavior in positive ways (Kiuru et al., 2020;
Pianta, 1992; Pianta, 2001). Theoretically, we expected that more pos-
itive relationships with adults at home and in school would be found to
provide children with a sense of safety and belonging and, thus, relate to
children’s task persistence (Davis, 2003; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Kikas
& Tang, 2019; Pianta, 1997; Reeve, 2002).

Children’s own characteristics may play a key role in their re-
lationships with significant others (parents and teachers), which can
unfold in several ways. On one hand, according to attachment theory
(Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1982; Davis, 2003), children’s relationships
with their teachers are perceived as an extension of their early re-
lationships with their parents because children bring their own beliefs
and mental models about what a relationship with adults should look
like to the classroom (Davis, 2003). On the other hand, children’s in-
dividual characteristics and behaviors in academic situations can be
associated with certain responses from significant adults (Davis, 2003;
Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Silinskas et al., 2015; Wentzel, 2016).
This, in turn, can be related to the quality of parent- and teacher-child
relationships. Thus, children’s task persistence and their formation of
relationships during first grade can be a somewhat complex process.
This warrants investigating bidirectional longitudinal associations be-
tween parent-child and teacher-child relationships and children’s task
persistence.
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1.2. Interaction between parent- and teacher—child relationship quality

According to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1986), a
child’s development process is shaped by the interaction between
different contextual circumstances and the child’s individual charac-
teristics. How this process unfolds in any one context is not an isolated
instance, as it continuously associates with other developmental con-
texts (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Considering that relationships with
teachers come into a child’s life later than those with parents, they are
built on these earlier relationships with parents. Newly established re-
lationships with teachers that emerge alongside old ones with parents
can be related to a child’s academic outcomes in two ways (Acar et al.,
2018; Silinskas & Kikas, 2022). First, the quality of a child’s relation-
ships with their parents and teachers may be related cumulatively to the
child’s academic outcomes (Acar et al., 2018; Murray, 2009), i.e., close
relationships with both parents and teachers may be related to higher
task persistence. Alternatively, conflictual relationships in both contexts
may be negatively related cumulatively to lower task persistence in
children. Second, high-quality relationships in one context may have a
compensatory function vis-a-vis low-quality relationships in another
(Buyse et al., 2011; Davis, 2003; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017; Kiuru
et al., 2016). Thus, close relationships in one context (with parents at
home) may protect children from academic difficulties related to
conflictual relationships in another context (conflictual relationships
with teachers). Similar compensatory interrelations can be expected
concerning conflictual relationships with parents and teachers.

Empirical evidence also has indicated that the home and school
contexts are interrelated and together may relate to a child’s learning
outcomes across different education stages (for preschool, see Acar
et al., 2018; for kindergarten, see Buyse et al., 2011; for primary school,
see Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2019; and for secondary school, see Mur-
ray, 2009). However, investigations into how interactions within
parent- and teacher-child relationships have been related to children’s
motivational behavior (task persistence) immediately after the critical
transition to first grade thus far have been rare. For example, some
studies on first-grade students have focused on more general aspects of
children’s academic functioning, e.g., classroom engagement (Heatly &
Votruba-Drzal, 2017) or adjustment to school (Kiuru et al., 2016).
Furthermore, other studies have elicited mixed results about possible
cumulative and compensatory interaction effects of parent- and
teacher-child relationships on a child’s academic functioning. For
example, Heatly and Votruba-Drzal (2017) found that a high-quality
relationship with the mother (greater closeness or sensitivity) can
function as a buffer against low classroom engagement for children
experiencing high-conflict relationships with their first-grade teacher
(suggesting a compensatory interaction). Similarly, Kiuru et al. (2016)
found that a supportive relationship with either the mother or a teacher
can protect children from adjustment problems after entering school
when one context is not supportive (also indicative of a compensatory
interaction). However, in the latter study, the authors analyzed different
aspects of supportive relationships (e.g., maternal support and positive
teacher affect) and reported that low support from mothers and teachers
(i.e., low maternal support and low positive teacher affect) had a greater
negative relation with second-grade students’ adjustment at school in
terms of externalizing behavioral problems and prosocial behaviors
(suggesting a cumulative interaction). However, Heatly and Votru-
ba-Drzal’s (2017) results did not indicate any cumulative effect of
parent- and teacher-child relationships on children’s classroom
engagement. Thus, while previous research has indicated that the
quality of a child’s relationship with their parents and teachers may be
related to their academic outcomes from the moment they begin primary
school, more research is needed concerning which interaction type-
—cumulative or compensatory—is related empirically to children’s task
persistence in first grade.
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Longitudinal associations between children’s task persistence and the
quality of relationships with parents and teachers

It has been argued that the links between a child’s developmental
context and their individual characteristics are bidirectional (Sameroff
& Mackenzie, 2003). This assumption arises from the transactional
model (Sameroff & Mackenzie, 2003). Thus, one can expect that
favorable behavior among children is also likely to be related to positive
responses from parents and teachers in terms of closer relationships,
whereas unfavorable behavior can be related to negative responses in
terms of conflictual relationships (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017;
Nurmi, 2012).

Previous research has indicated that parents and teachers respond
differently to children, depending on their individual characteristics
(Jaruseviciute et al., 2022; Nurmi, 2012; Silinskas et al., 2015). For
example, studies have indicated that a child’s task persistence in pri-
mary school is related to higher parental support in learning situations
(Kikas & Silinskas, 2016; Viljaranta et al., 2018). Similarly, Nurmi’s
(2012) meta-analysis of a child’s individual characteristics on the
teacher-child relationship indicated that teachers are more likely to
establish closer relationships with students who demonstrate high levels
of motivation and engagement in learning. Thus, previous studies have
provided evidence that a child’s motivational behavior might be asso-
ciated longitudinally with parent- and teacher-child relationships.
However, these studies only considered one interpersonal environment
at a time (i.e., parents or teachers). Thus, little is known whether first
graders’ task persistence longitudinally relates to their relationship
quality with parents and teachers. Addressing this issue is important
because children spend a reasonable amount of time at school.
Furthermore, this new developmental stage (entrance to first grade) also
might elicit changes in relationships with parents.

Lithuania’s education system

The present study was conducted in Lithuania, a country in north-
eastern Europe. Thus, some cultural features (e.g., the education sys-
tem’s specificity) also can be relevant in interpreting the present study’s
results. Compulsory education in Lithuania starts one year before first
grade, i.e., all children must attend kindergarten one year before their
primary schooling officially begins (LR Ministry of Education and Sci-
ence, 2022). Kindergarten’s main goal is to promote comprehensive
personality development and preparation to learn among children based
on the primary education curriculum (LR Ministry of Education and
Science, 2014). Usually, children enter primary school (first grade) at
age seven. Primary school lasts four years, with classes assigned one
teacher for all subjects (excluding physical, ethical, musical, and dance

First grade fall (T1)

Parent-child relationship quality

Teacher-child relationship quality

Task persistence

Parent-child relationship quality
X

Teacher-child relationship quality
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education). Primary school classes usually begin at 8 a.m. and last until
lunch (1 p.m.), with each class lasting 45 min. In first grade, children
have four to five classes a day in the morning. After lunch, the children
can attend a session in the afternoon in which another teacher organizes
activities on the school’s premises. The school year starts on September
1, when first-graders usually meet their primary school teachers for the
first time and finish before the middle of June. Usually, schools in urban
areas have higher numbers of students in classrooms than those in rural
areas. Some rural areas have children of various ages in the classroom (e.
g., mixed classes for first and second grades or second through fourth
grades), but this was not the case in our study.

Research questions

The present study aimed to investigate longitudinal bidirectional
associations between parent- and teacher-child relationship quality and
children’s task persistence during first grade and to test for possible
interactions among these relationships. The following research ques-
tions (RQs) were examined (see Fig. 1):

1. To what extent is the quality of parent- and teacher-child relation-
ships related to children’s subsequent task persistence at the end of
first grade? We expected that close parent- and teacher-child re-
lationships would be related positively to children’s task persistence
at the end of first grade (Hypothesis 1a), whereas a conflictual
relationship would be related negatively to children’s task persis-
tence (Hypothesis 1b) (Cadima et al., 2015; Edwards et al., 2010;
Merritt et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2010).

. To what extent does the interaction of parent- and teacher-child
relationship quality (parent-child closeness x teacher-child close-
ness, parent-child conflict x teacher-child conflict) longitudinally
relate to children’s task persistence at the end of first grade?

1.1. Due to previous studies’ mixed results, we proposed two hy-
potheses for closeness. We expected that a close relationship
with teachers would function as a buffer against low task
persistence related to low parent-child closeness, and that
closeness with parents would function as a buffer against low
task persistence related to lack of closeness with the teacher
(compensatory interaction; Hypothesis 2a) (Kiuru et al., 2016).
Higher task persistence was expected for children who had a
close relationship with both parents and teachers (cumulative
effect; Hypothesis 2b; Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Heatly &
Votruba-Drzal, 2017).

Similar to closeness, we formulated two hypotheses for conflict.

We expected that a high amount of conflict within teacher-child

relationships would be related less negatively to children’s task

2.2.

First grade spring (T2)

Parent-child relationship quality

Teacher-child relationship quality

Task persistence

Fig. 1. Theoretical model for parent- and teacher—child relationship quality and children’s task persistence across first grade.
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persistence when children experienced less-conflictual re-
lationships with their parents. However, a high amount of
conflict within the parent-child relationship would be related
less negatively to children’s task persistence when children
experienced less-conflictual relationships with their teachers
(compensatory interaction; Hypothesis 2c). Lower task persis-
tence was expected for children who had a conflictual rela-
tionship with both parents and teachers (cumulative
interaction, Hypothesis 2d; Acar et al., 2018; Bronfenbrenner,
1986; Kiuru et al., 2016; Murray, 2009).

3. To what extent is children’s task persistence related to the subse-
quent quality of parent- and teacher-child relationships at the end of
first grade? We expected that higher task persistence at the beginning
of first grade would be related to higher parent- and teacher-child
closeness at the end of first grade (Hypothesis 3a), as well as lower
levels of parent- and teacher-child conflict (Hypothesis 3b) (Heatly &
Votruba-Drzal, 2017, 2019; Nurmi & Kiuru, 2015; Silinskas et al.,
2015).

In the present study, we controlled our results for the effects of three
child characteristics (gender, temperament, and level of academic per-
formance at the beginning of first grade) and one parental characteristic
(highest parental education level). First, we chose to control for gender
because typically, girls are more sensitive to relationship quality’s effect
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Koepke & Harkins, 2008), establish closer re-
lationships with their parents and teachers (Wu et al., 2010), and
demonstrate higher persistence (Kikas & Silinskas, 2016; Onatsu-Arvi-
lommi & Nurmi, 2000). Second, previous studies have indicated that the
child’s temperament might be an important factor related to
parent-child and teacher-child relationship quality (Jaruseviciute et al.,
2022; Rudasill & Rimm-Kaufman, 2009). For example, the child’s
self-regulative temperament dimensions might be associated with more
positive adults’ perception of the child and, thus, also to a closer rela-
tionship between them (Rudasill & Rimm-Kaufman, 2009). Also, Jar-
useviciute et al. (2022) found that low effortful control and high
negative affectivity were associated with greater closeness and lower
conflict with parents. As for teachers, children’s higher negative affec-
tivity was related to lower closeness (Jaruseviciute et al., 2022). Third,
several authors have emphasized that academic performance relates to
children’s task persistence (Hughes et al., 2008; Kikas & Silinskas,
2016), suggesting that children who perform better academically usu-
ally approach difficult tasks with higher persistence. Finally, some
studies have highlighted parental education level’s importance on
children’s academic functioning, including task persistence (e.g., Kikas
& Silinskas, 2016).

2. Methods
2.1. Participants and procedure

The present study is part of a larger longitudinal study (study and
authors removed) that has followed children, their parents, and their
teachers from the end of kindergarten to the end of first grade. The
participants were recruited from six Lithuanian schools based on dis-
tribution of urban and rural localities (65 % urban and 35 % rural).
Three schools from the urban area comprised 57.5 % of the sample, and
three from the rural area comprised 42.5 %. Altogether, 71.96 % of all
invited parents and 100 % of all teachers agreed to participate in the
study. Initially, each school’s administration was contacted and
informed about the study’s objectives and procedures. After the school
administration agreed to participate, a meeting for teachers and school
psychologists was organized with the purpose of introducing the study
goals and procedures to them. Furthermore, training for school psy-
chologists was organized twice on administration of the children’s tests.
Before starting data collection, the parents received an information
letter about the study, including its goals and procedures, and had two
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weeks to decide whether they and their children would participate. The
parents also were told that their children could leave the study at any
time. Even if parents gave consent for their children to participate in the
study, they had a right not to provide answers to the parents’ ques-
tionnaires. Only children whose parents gave their written consent to
participate in the study were tested. A trained school psychologist
administered the children’s tests individually to each child. Before the
testing session, the children were asked whether they agreed to partic-
ipate in the school psychologist-administered tasks and were told that
they could end their participation at any time.

Children’s reading, writing, and math (i.e., addition and subtraction)
skills were tested twice: at the beginning of first grade (T1, autumn; n =
337, 52.8 % girls; age: M = 7.3 years, SD = 0.38) and at the end of first
grade (T2, spring; n = 341, 52.8 % girls). All participating children
attended Lithuanian-speaking schools, with most of Lithuanian descent
(94.9 %; 1.3 % Russian, 1.3 % Polish, 0.6 % Lithuanian and Russian, 1.3
% Lithuanian and Polish, and 0.6 % other/not specified). Although we
did not ask the participants to report their ethnicity, they likely were
almost entirely Caucasian—the dominant ethnicity in Lithuania. Most of
the children had only one sibling (81.5 %), 15.3 % had two siblings, 3.2
% had three siblings, and 22 % had no siblings.

The parents were asked to fill out a questionnaire about their rela-
tionship with their children twice: during the autumn term of first grade
(T1; n = 347) and during the spring term of first grade (T2; n = 323).
They reported on their children’s temperament at T1. The parents’ mean
age at T1 was 35.59 (SD = 4.98), ranging from 23 to 60 years. In the
children’s families, more than half the mothers (63 %) and fathers (52.5
%) had a university education, 18.8 % of mothers and 26.9% of fathers
had graduated from a college or polytechnic school, and 12.1 % of
mothers and 15.3 % of fathers had only a secondary school degree. In-
dependent sample t-tests indicated differences in parental education
levels between urban and rural areas (¢[217.001] = -2.552, p = .006;
urban area: n = 269, M = 4.81, SD = 0.72; rural arean = 134, M = 4.57,
SD = 0.92), indicating that urban parents had significantly higher levels
of education than rural parents. Most of the children (79.6 %) lived in
families with two co-resident parents (e.g., mother and father), and
slightly more than a fifth of the children lived in other types of families
(11.0 % with their mother only, 4.5 % with their mother and stepfather,
and 4.9 % in other types, e.g., either with their father, father and step-
mother, a guardian, or grandparents). Mothers filled out most of the
questionnaires (T1: 91.1 %, T2: 88.7 %). The rest were filled out by
fathers (T1: 5.5 %, T2: 7.9 %), both parents together (T1: 2.3 %, T2: 2.2
%), the father with another caregiver (T1: 0.3 %, T2: 0 %), or other (e.g.,
social worker, T1: 0.9 %, T2: 1.3 %).

The teachers were asked to fill out a questionnaire about each
participating child in their classrooms (class size M = 22.17, SD = 3.07,
ranging from 11 to 26) during the autumn first-grade term (T1; n = 24)
and during the spring first-grade term (T2; n = 25). The teachers’ mean
age was 45.17 (SD = 10.70), ranging from 25 to 62 years. The average
teaching experience in years was 21.69 (SD = 12.22), ranging from 0.25
to 41 years. All the teachers were female Lithuanian speakers with at
least a bachelor’s (70.8 %) or master’s (29.2 %) degree in pedagogy. One
class during the first measurement point (T1) was in quarantine due to
the rapid spread of infectious diseases. Therefore, the teacher and chil-
dren did not participate in the first measurement cycle and rejoined our
study during the second cycle (T2).

2.2. Measures

All study variables’ psychometric properties are presented in
Table 1. All statistics, including internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha),
were based on our present sample. All questionnaires and children’s
tests were administered in the Lithuanian language. Three independent
translators (experts in developmental and educational psychology)
translated the materials into Lithuanian. The best translation was chosen
in a group meeting. For the final set of materials, a back-translation
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics of the study variables, based on the current sample.
Range

Variable n M SD Cronbach « Potential Actual Skewness
Task persistence (T1) 341 3.60 0.96 0.89 1-5 1-5 -0.58
Task persistence (T2) 335 3.55 0.97 0.91 1-5 1-5 -0.52
Parent-child closeness (T1) 341 4.28 0.45 0.71 1-5 2.88-5 -0.53
Parent-child conflict (T1) 341 2.45 0.73 0.80 1-5 1-5 0.60
Teacher-child closeness (T1) 342 3.97 0.54 0.73 1-5 2-5 -0.38
Teacher-child conflict (T1) 342 1.57 0.70 0.85 1-5 1-4.71 1.62
Parent-child closeness (T2) 321 4.22 0.47 0.74 1-5 2.75-5 -0.41
Parent-child conflict (T2) 319 2.51 0.75 0.91 1-5 1-5 0.55
Teacher-child closeness (T2) 334 3.84 0.60 0.80 1-5 1-5 -0.56
Teacher-child conflict (T2) 334 1.64 0.78 0.94 1-5 1-4.71 1.48
Covariates
Child gender (0 girl, 1 boy) 409 0.46 0.50 0-1 0-1 0.15
Reading performance 337 16.56 11.60 0.96 0-75 0-59 0.92
Writing performance 337 28.64 9.65 0.91 0-40 0-40 -1.51
Addition performance 337 5.70 4.23 0.90 0-20 0-20 1.29
Subtraction performance 337 7.15 3.19 0.83 0-20 0-16 -0.07
Temperament
Surgency 403 4.21 0.88 0.75 1-7 1.83-7 0.04
Negative affectivity 403 4.34 0.82 0.70 1-7 1.25-7 -0.04
Effortful control 403 5.36 0.75 0.75 1-7 2.5-7 -0.056
Highest level of parental education 400 4.61 0.72 1-5 1-5 -1.96

Note: T1 = first grade, fall term; T2 = first grade, spring term.

procedure was applied to ensure that test items’ meanings did not differ
substantially from the originals. Before each measurement point in the
main study, all the materials were piloted. Any inconsistencies (e.g.,
translation errors, typos, inappropriate questions for the Lithuanian
cultural environment) were spotted and corrected.

2.3.1. Parent questionnaire

2.3.1.1. Parent—child relationship (T1 and T2). In the present study, we
focused on positive and negative relationship quality. Therefore, to
measure parent-child relationship quality, parents were asked to fill out
the Child-Parent Relationship Scale (CPRS) short form (Pianta, 1992b).
The parents answered 15 questions on a five-point Likert scale (1 =
Completely disagree; 5 = Completely agree). The questionnaire measured
two types of parent-child relationship quality: Closeness was measured
using eight items (e.g., I share an affectionate, warm relationship with the
child). Conflict was measured using seven items (e.g., My child is un-
comfortable with physical affection or touch from me). The scale has been
used widely in previous research and has demonstrated good internal
consistency, with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from 0.69 to 0.86 (Acar
etal., 2018; Kiuru et al., 2020; Driscoll et al., 2011). In the present study,
internal consistency was good for both measurement points (see
Table 1). Both subscales’ mean scores were counted separately, with
higher scores representing greater parent-child closeness and higher
parent-child conflict.

2.3.2. Teacher questionnaire

2.3.2.1. Teacher—child relationship (T1 and T2). We focused on positive
and negative relationship quality, so to measure teacher-child rela-
tionship quality, teachers were asked to fill out the Student-Teacher
Relationship Scale (STRS) short form (Pianta, 1992a, 2001). The
teachers answered 15 questions on a five-point Likert scale (1 =
Completely disagree; 5 = Completely agree) that measured two types of
teacher-child relationship quality: Closeness was measured using eight
items (e.g., I share an affectionate, warm relationship with this child).
Conflict was measured using seven items (e.g., This child is uncomfortable
with physical affection or touch from me). Previous studies reported good
internal consistency in the scales, with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from
0.86 to 0.91 (Buyse et al., 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Maldonado-
Carreno & Votruba-Drzal, 2011; Settanni et al., 2015). In the present
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study, internal consistency was good at both measurement points (see
Table 1). The scale’s validity has been tested. Associations with a variety
of children’s learning outcomes have been demonstrated (Hamre &
Pianta, 2001; Pianta, 2001; Settanni et al., 2015). For example, Settanni
et al. (2015) study indicated adequate factor loadings of 0.48 to 0.71 for
closeness and 0.58-0.72 for conflict. Both subscales’ mean scores were
calculated separately, with higher scores representing greater
teacher-child closeness and higher teacher-child conflict.

2.3.2.2. Task persistence (T1 and T2). Teachers provided information
about children’s task persistence by rating five items (e.g., Does the
student have a tendency to find something else to do instead of focusing on the
task at hand? Does the student give up easily? If the activity or task is not
going well, does the student lose his/her focus?) from the Behavioral
Strategy Rating Scale (BSRS) (Aunola et al., 2000; Zhang et al., 2011) on
a five-point Likert scale (1 = Completely disagree; 5 = Completely agree).
We used teachers’ assessments of children’s task persistence regardless
of their perceptions’ possible influence on the ratings because of their
opportunity to observe how children persist with tasks throughout the
day. Therefore, they assessed task persistence at a more general, instead
of a situation-specific, level. The scale’s validity and reliability were
tested using Zhang et al. (2011) four-point method, revealing good
reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha range: 0.83-.86) and satis-
factory validity (factor loadings ranged from 0.47 to 0.93 across time
points). In the present study, internal consistency was good at both
measurement points (see Table 1). The mean score of all five questions
was used as a composite score, with higher scores indicating higher task
persistence in children.

2.3.3. Control variables

The four control variables used in this study were child’s gender,
three temperament dimensions, parental education level, and child’s
academic performance at the beginning of first grade. First, child gender
was coded as 0 = girl and 1 = boy. Second, parents filled out a ques-
tionnaire on their children’s temperament, the Children’s Behavior
Questionnaire-Very Short Form (Putnam & Rothbart, 2006; Rothbart
et al., 2001). Altogether, parents rated 36 items on three temperament
dimensions (surgency/extraversion, negative affectivity, and effortful
control) on a scale from 1 to 7 (1 = does not fit at all, 7 = fits me very
well). Third, parents provided information about their highest education
levels. For future analyses, we created a new variable representing the
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highest education level that either parent achieved by selecting the
education of the parent with the higher level of the two (1 = finished 0-8
years, 2 = 9-10 years, 3 = 11-12 years, 4 = college or polytechnic, 5 =
university). Fourth, the children’s academic performance was assessed
using four different tests completed during the individual child testing
sessions at the beginning of first grade (all tests’ Cronbach’s alphas are
provided in Table 1 based on the current sample). The reading and
spelling tests were based on Gedutiene (2008) and Lerkkanen et al., and
Ketonen (2006) test batteries. To measure reading skills, children had to
read 75 words out loud that their school psychologist administered. The
score was the number of words read correctly in 45 s (0 = Incorrect; 1 =
Correct). During the spelling test, the children had to write down 10
words that the school psychologist uttered. Every word was scored by
counting correctly written letters (0 = Incorrect; 0.5 = One letter, but not
the first, is correct; 1 = First letter of the word is correct; 2 = Two or more
letters spelled correctly; 3 = Correct phonetic structure of the word but
switched letters; 4 = Correctly spelled word). Math performance was
assessed using two math tests, addition and subtraction, based on
Aunola and Rasanen (2007). Each child received written addition tasks
that they had to calculate, then report their answers to the school psy-
chologist. The number of correct answers obtained within three minutes
was counted (0 = Incorrect; 1 = Correct). After addition, the child
received written subtraction tasks that they had to calculate, then report
their answers to the investigator. The number of correct answers within
three minutes was counted (0 = Incorrect; 1 = Correct). At T1, children
were given 20 addition and 20 subtraction tasks. At T2, the children
were given 23 addition tasks and 23 subtraction tasks. The decision to
increase the number of items was made to reduce the possibility of a
ceiling effect at T2. To create a child performance score, the reading,
spelling, addition, and subtraction test scores were standardized
(z-score), then the four standardized variables’ mean score was
computed.

2.4. Data analysis strategy

The data were analyzed using Mplus, Version 8.8 (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017). All available cases were included in the present study.
The missing data across the variables (task persistence, parent-child
relationship quality, teacher-child relationship quality, academic per-
formance, highest parental education level, and temperament di-
mensions) ranged from 1.5 % for temperament dimensions to 21 % for
parent-child conflict at T2 (M = 16.66 %, SD = 3.95) and were not
missing completely at random (Little’s MCAR test: y? = 321.444, df =
263, p = .008). To address the problem of missing values, we used the
full information maximum likelihood (FIML) procedure. Some data were
skewed; thus, we used the maximum likelihood robust estimator (MLR).
Considering that the teachers provided responses about more than one
child in the classroom, in all analyses, Mplus’ COMPLEX function was
utilized, with the first-grade classroom ID as the clustering variable. Five
criteria were used to investigate whether the model fit the data, which
included the chi-square test of model fit (Xz), root-mean-square error of
approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI), and standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR). To
obtain a good model fit, we expected the p value for ¥ to be higher than
0.05, the RMSEA to be smaller than 0.06, the CFI and TLI to be higher
than 0.95, and the SRMR to be lower than 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Before the main analysis, we conducted a descriptive analysis. First,
we estimated the correlation coefficients between all study variables.
Second, we compared the differences between the children’s task
persistence, parent-child relationship quality (closeness and conflict),
and teacher-child relationship quality (closeness and conflict) at the
beginning (T1) and end (T2) of first grade. Third, we compared the
differences between girls and boys on all main study variables.

To answer the RQs about the interrelations between parent- and
teacher-child relationship quality and children’s task persistence, two
separate cross-lagged panel models were built: one for relationship
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closeness and task persistence, and another for relationship conflict and
task persistence. To build these path models, parent- and teacher-child
relationship quality (T1) were specified to predict children’s task
persistence at the end of first grade (T2; RQ1). Children’s task persis-
tence (T1) was added to predict parent- and teacher-child relationship
quality (T2; RQ3). Cross-lagged paths between parent-child and teacher-
child relationship quality across T1 and T2 were estimated. Child aca-
demic performance at the beginning of first grade, gender, temperament
dimensions, and parents’ highest education level were controlled for by
estimating all T2 variables’ direct paths. Correlation coefficients were
estimated between parent- and teacher-child relationship quality, the
child’s task persistence, and the control variables at the beginning of
first grade (T1). Furthermore, concurrent correlations between the re-
siduals of parent- and teacher-child relationship quality and child task
persistence were specified at the end of first grade (T2). To answer RQ2,
we tested two interaction effects at T1 (parent-child closeness x teacher-
child closeness, parent-child conflict x teacher-child conflict) with
respect to children’s task persistence at T2, controlling for previous level
of task persistence and control variables.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive statistics

Means and standard deviations for all the study variables are pre-
sented in Table 1. Descriptive statistics by gender are presented in
Table 2. The results from the zero-order correlations are presented in
Table 3 and interpreted following Cohen’s (1988) recommendations.
The results indicated that children’s task persistence at both measure-
ment points was positively correlated moderately with teacher-child
closeness, negatively correlated strongly with teacher-child conflict,
negatively correlated weakly with parent-child conflict, and not signif-
icantly correlated with parent-child closeness. Furthermore, children’s
task persistence at T1 was positively correlated strongly with task
persistence at T2. Furthermore, parent-child closeness and conflict, as
well as teacher-child closeness and conflict, were negatively correlated
moderately.

The paired sample t-test did not indicate any significant changes
between children’s task persistence at the beginning of first grade (T1)
and at the end (T2) (t[333] = 1.922, p = .055). However, some signif-
icant changes appeared in parent-child relationship quality, as parent-
child closeness significantly decreased (¢[311] = 2.511, p = 0.013),
and parent-child conflict significantly increased (t[309] = -2.010, p =
.045). Similarly, significant changes were observed in teacher-child

Table 2

Descriptive statistics for gender differences in children’s task persistence and
closeness and conflict ratings by parents and teachers at the beginning and end
of first grade.

T1 T2

M SD M SD
Task persistence
Girls 3.79 0.90 3.74 0.89
Boys 3.42 0.96 3.32 1.01
Parent-child closeness
Girls 4.32 0.46 4.24 0.48
Boys 4.23 0.43 4.20 0.47
Parent-child conflict
Girls 2.44 0.70 2.54 0.76
Boys 2.43 0.71 2.46 0.72
Teacher-child closeness
Girls 4.10 0.51 3.98 0.55
Boys 3.84 0.54 3.68 0.61
Teacher-child conflict
Girls 1.43 0.61 1.47 0.6
Boys 1.73 0.74 1.83 0.91

Note: T1 = first grade, fall term; T2 = first grade, spring term.
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o relationship quality, in that teacher-child closeness decreased (t[333] =
" § 4.636, p < 0.001). and teacher-child conflict increased (t[315] =
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= oo T ' The model for parent- and teacher-child closeness and task persis-
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Fig. 2. Associations between parent- and teacher—child closeness and children’s task persistence across first grade.
Note: Covariates at T1 were allowed to corelated with parent- and teacher-child closeness and task persistence at T1. Covariates at T1 were specified to predict parent-

and teacher-child closeness and task persistence at T2. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

First grade fall (T1) First grade spring (T2)
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conte R2 = 585%%*
.159%
Teacher-child WED b Teacher:—child
. — —> conflict
conlict L9 ee R st |\
o - 433%%%
: - Task persist
Task persistence 524%4%% A j; :pz;l-}rs*i]ice <

Fig. 3. Associations between parent- and teacher—child conflict and children’s task persistence across first grade.
Note: Covariates at T1 were allowed to corelated with parent- and teacher-child conflict and task persistence at T1. Covariates at T1 were specified to predict parent-
and teacher-child conflict and task persistence at T2. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p <0.001.

child conflict significantly, thereby rejecting Hypothesis 3b. Notably, all
these results were obtained after controlling for autoregressive effects
and control variables.

Overall, these findings on parent- and teacher-child conflict revealed
that only conflictual teacher-child relationships at the beginning of first
grade predicted lower child task persistence at the end of first grade.
Children’s task persistence did not predict parent- and teacher-child
conflict with statistical significance.

3.3. Interaction effect of parent- and teacher—child relationship quality on
children’s task persistence

To investigate the moderation between parent-child and teacher-
child relationship quality, we ran two additional models for closeness
and conflict, in which two interaction terms (parent-child closeness x
teacher-child closeness and parent-child conflict x teacher-child con-
flict) were added to predict task persistence after controlling for prior
task persistence level and control variables (child gender, temperament,
performance, and parental education). The model fit for closeness was
good (Xz [2] = 1.477, p = .479, CFI = 1.000, TLI = 1.000, RMSEA =
0.000, SRMR = 0.005). The interaction effect of parent-child closeness x
teacher-child closeness positively predicted children’s task persistence
significantly (p = 0.100, p = .020). The conflict model’s fit was also good
(X2 [8] =122.729,p =.121, CFI = 0.992, TLI = 0.967, RMSEA = 0.041,
SRMR = 0.012), but the interaction term parent-child conflict x teacher-
child conflict did not significantly relate to task persistence ( = -0.023,
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p = .406), thereby rejecting Hypotheses 2c and 2d

To investigate the closeness model’s interaction effect in greater
detail, we calculated and plotted the simple slopes for parent-child
closeness at T1 as a predictor of task persistence at T2 for children
with a low moderation value (teacher-child closeness: -1 SD) and a high
moderator value (teacher-child closeness: +1 SD) (see Fig. 4). The re-
sults indicated that when teacher-child closeness at T1 was high, parent-
child closeness at T1 positively predicted children’s task persistence
significantly at the end of first grade (T2) (B = 0.131, p < 0.001). This
suggests that a close relationship with both parents and teachers at the
start of first grade was associated with higher children’s task persistence
at the end of first grade, whereas greater closeness with teachers paired
with lower closeness with parents was associated with lower task
persistence. However, when children’s closeness with their first-grade
teachers at T1 was low, parent-child closeness at T1 and task persis-
tence at T2 were not associated at a statistically significant level (f =
-0.076, p = .343). Non-significant slope would indicate that when
closeness with the teacher is low, closeness with parents at T1 was not
related to children’s task persistence at T2 with statistical significance.
Despite this, the visual inspection of the non-significant simple slope
revealed that when child’s closeness with the teacher was low, parent-
child closeness was related negatively to their task persistence. This is
an interesting result to interpret, suggesting a change of direction in the
association between parent-child closeness at T1 and task persistence at
T2, depending on low (vs. high) closeness with teachers. Notably, the
results presented were obtained even after controlling for child gender,



J. Davolyte et al.

0.4

.o
w

<
)

e
—

7
~
P

~

o

!
<
—_

Task persistence at T2

-1SD

Early Childhood Research Quarterly 68 (2024) 135-147

-~
p
«+++++ Low closeness to teacher
Mean
— -High closeness to teacher
+1SD

Parent-child closeness at T1

Fig. 4. Teacher—child closeness as a moderator of the associations between parent-child closeness at the beginning of first grade and children’s task persistence at the

end of first grade.
Note: T1 = first grade, fall term; T2 = first grade, spring term.

temperament, performance, parental education, and the previous task
persistence level at T1. Taken together, the results suggest that strong
closeness in both contexts (home and school) at the start of first grade is
related to higher children’s task persistence at the end of first grade,
thereby rejecting Hypothesis 2a, but supporting Hypothesis 2b.

4. Discussion

The quality of children’s relationships with parents and teachers is
recognized as one of the most important sources of social support during
the learning process (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017, 2019; Wentzel,
2016). Thus, the present study on Lithuanians, by simultaneously
focusing on parent-child and teacher-child relationships, expanded on
the previous literature in several ways. First, the study provides more
knowledge about the interplay between parent- and teacher-child re-
lationships and children’s task persistence during one critical develop-
ment stage—the transition to first grade—as previous studies have paid
more attention to younger (Acar et al., 2018; Pianta et al., 1997) or older
(Heatly & Vortruba-Drzal, 2019) children. Second, the study evaluated
associations between relationship quality and a specific
motivational-behavioral outcome—task persistence—and provides sig-
nificant guidelines on what parents and teachers can focus on when
helping first-graders remain task-persistent. The results suggest that a
conflictual teacher-child relationship at the beginning of first grade is
associated negatively with children’s task persistence, over and above
the prior task persistence level. Furthermore, the results suggest that
children’s task persistence at the beginning of first grade is related
positively to subsequent teacher-child closeness after controlling for
autoregressive effects and control variables. Third, the study addresses
how the interaction effect between parent- and teacher-child relation-
ship quality relates to a child’s task persistence by suggesting that
greater closeness in parent-child and teacher-child relationships is
positively associated with children’s task persistence at the end of first
grade, after adjusting for prior level of task persistence and controls.
Finally, the results came from an understudied cultural and education
context—Lithuania—providing possibilities for greater generalizability
of previous results across countries. Overall, the results provide a
broader understanding of how children’s relationships with parents and
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teachers interact and offer insights into the reciprocal dynamics of the
quality of children’s interpersonal relationships and task persistence
after the critical transition to first grade.

4.1. Parent- and teacher-child relationship quality and children’s task
persistence

Our first research question investigated the extent to which a child’s
closeness and conflict with parents and teachers longitudinally were
related to their task persistence at the end of first grade, over and above
the prior level of task persistence and control variables. The results
partially supported Hypothesis 1b and complemented the existing
literature by indicating that a conflictual relationship between the
teacher and child were negatively associated with child’s task persis-
tence at the end of first grade. This result aligns well with results from
other countries (i.e., the US and Turkey), which found that a conflictual
teacher-child relationship is associated negatively with children’s
learning outcomes, e.g., behavioral engagement (Heatly &
Votruba-Drzal, 2019; Roorda et al., 2017), classroom engagement
(Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017), and self-regulation (Acar et al., 2018).
Four explanations are possible for this result. First, interaction quality
with the teacher can be related to children’s understanding of the
learning environment and themselves as learners (Furrer & Skinner,
2003; Wentzel, 2016). Therefore, children may direct less attention and
effort to tasks when their relationship with their teacher is conflictual
because their need to feel secure and connected is not well met in the
classroom (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Reeve, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2000). As
a result, children may start to think that they are unworthy of accep-
tance or love and that the classroom environment is not reliable (Alamos
& Williford, 2019; Furrer & Skinner, 2003). Similarly, a conflictual
relationship with the teacher may relate to negative emotions and lower
motivation, in turn also relating to children being less persistent in their
academic tasks (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Merritt et al., 2012; Wentzel,
2016). Second, from the teacher’s perspective, teachers who have
conflictual relationships with students might have difficulties sustaining
positive classroom organization, which also may be associated with
lower task engagement with their students (Cadima et al., 2015). Third,
a conflictual teacher-child relationship can be related to negative
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teacher emotions (e.g., anger) and other outcomes, e.g., teachers’ inef-
fectiveness at providing appropriate support for a particular child (Spilt
& Koomen, 2009). Finally, conflictual teacher-child relationships may
be associated with children’s disruptive behavior and learning diffi-
culties (Spilt & Koomen, 2009), which may be related to lower task
persistence over time.

Contrary to our expectations (Hypothesis 1a), teacher-child close-
ness was not statistically significantly associated with children’s task
persistence when both contexts (parents and teachers) were considered
simultaneously. This result is consistent with those of previous studies
from other countries (e.g., the US; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017, 2019)
and may have a few possible reasons. First, we evaluated how closeness
with a teacher measured at the beginning of first grade predicted chil-
dren’s task persistence at the end of first grade. Therefore, the rela-
tionship between first-grade teachers and some children may be in the
process of being established. As is typical in Lithuania, first-grade stu-
dents are assigned a new primary school teacher. While the relationship
quality between this new teacher and the children was assessed at the
beginning of first grade, the teachers might not have made clear judg-
ments about their closeness to the children at the time (Silinskas &
Kikas, 2022). However, this result is consistent with studies conducted
in other countries (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017, 2019). Therefore,
reasons other than the education system’s feature also may explain these
results. For example, at the beginning of first grade, children’s school
readiness (e.g., self-regulation or academic skills) might be a stronger
predictor of children’s task-persistent behavior than the quality of their
relationships with their teachers or parents (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal,
2019). We can assume that children who have more developed
self-regulation skills or are more prepared academically for school feel
more confident about themselves and, in turn, sustain their positive
engagement with difficult tasks more successfully (Skinner, 2016).

Finally, unlike Hypotheses 1a and 1b concerning parent-child rela-
tionship quality, neither closeness nor conflict with parents was asso-
ciated with children’s task persistence at the next measurement point.
This result aligns well with previous US studies (e.g., Heatly &
Vortruba-Drzal, 2017, 2019). One possible explanation is that
parent-child relationship quality can be less important than
teacher-child relationship quality when it comes to day-to-day behavior
related to task completion in the classroom (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal,
2017). Task persistence in a classroom represents only a narrow moti-
vational behavioral outcome among children (Reeve, 2002; Skinner,
2016), so we can assume that parent-child relationship quality would
exert a greater effect on children’s general engagement in school or
attitude toward the school (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2019; Pianta,
1997). Second, the teacher assessed task persistence, representing aca-
demic persistence related to classroom tasks. Therefore, a child’s general
task persistence in daily activities at home (e.g., collecting toys after
playing, putting together a puzzle, or help with cleaning) may be related
more to parent-child relationship quality.

4.2. Interaction effect of parent- and teacher—child relationship quality on
children’s task persistence

In line with our second research question, the results highlighted the
cumulative interaction effect of close relationships with parents and
teachers on children’s task persistence. These results supported Hy-
pothesis 2b, suggesting that two positive relationship experiences (i.e., a
close relationship with parents together with a close relationship with
teachers) were associated positively with children’s task persistence at
the end of first grade, controlling for autoregressive effects and control
variables. This result is new and contributes to the growing body of
literature indicating that interaction effects between home and school
contexts may be associated uniquely with subsequent academic out-
comes, e.g., task persistence (Acar et al., 2018; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal,
2017, 2019; Kiuru et al., 2016).

At least three explanations are possible as to why close relationships
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with parents and teachers together may be associated longitudinally
with a child’s task persistence. First, a warm and sensitive relationship
with adults is needed for a child to feel a sense of safety and trust (Ryan
& Deci, 2000; Rudasill & Rimm-Kaufman, 2009), in which the child
knows that they can rely on their parents or teachers’ help when facing
difficulties. Meanwhile, appropriate support from significant others not
only assists in task completion, but also can be related to an adaptive
child’s learning-related attitude (Davis, 2003; Furrer & Skinner, 2003;
Pianta, 1997; Wentzel, 2016) and, thus, task persistence. Second, chil-
dren who feel connected to and appreciated by significant adults tend to
experience the learning process as more interesting and fun, which
might be related to higher learning engagement (Furrer & Skinner,
2003). We can assume that parents and teachers who have close re-
lationships with children know them better. Therefore, they may be able
to present tasks in a more interesting and engaging way (Deci & Ryan,
2000; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Pianta, 1997; Wentzel, 2016). Finally, a
similar experience in important life domains (e.g., home and school)
ensures more balanced needs satisfaction, which has been linked to
better well-being and adjustment at school (Milyavskaya et al., 2009).
Thus, it is not only children’s relationships with significant adults at
home or at school that are important for academic outcomes (e.g., task
persistence in schoolwork). Instead, close relationships in both contexts
are needed for optimal learning outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Furthermore, it might be worthwhile to think about the reasons why
parent-child closeness could be related negatively to children’s task
persistence when closeness to teachers is low (even though the simple
slope was non-significant). First, children who have lower closeness to
both teachers and parents may persist better with tasks because they are
academically well-prepared for school and, in turn, can complete diffi-
cult tasks without academic support. Second, children who have closer
relationships with parents, but lack closeness with teachers, might be
more sensitive or face some difficulties in school, e.g., adaptation or
learning. Therefore, they might not persist with classwork tasks effec-
tively. Overall, children with lower closeness to teachers may not feel
comfortable participating in classroom activities and, therefore, may not
seek help with difficult tasks.

4.3. Longitudinal associations of child’s task persistence with the quality
of relationships with parents and teachers

Our final research question investigated the longitudinal links be-
tween a child’s task persistence at T1 and the relationship quality with
parents and teachers at T2. This part of the study focused on an area that
has received less attention in prior research and, thus, has expanded our
knowledge of how a specific motivational characteristic—task persis-
tence—longitudinally relates to parent- and teacher-child relationship
quality. The results partially supported Hypothesis 3a and revealed that
a child’s task persistence at the beginning of first grade can be related
positively to the warmer and closer relationship with the teacher at the
end of first grade. These results are in line with previous studies
reporting that a child’s positive academic or behavioral characteristics
may be related to more positive instructional and emotional responses
on the part of the teacher toward the child (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal,
2017, 2019; Nurmi, 2012; Rudasill & Rimm-Kaufman, 2009; Silinskas
et al., 2015). According to previous studies (e.g., Hughes et al., 2008;
Nurmi et al., 2018), children’s sustained engagement with a task can be
linked to a more positive relationship with their teachers, i.e., children’s
active efforts and willingness to stay on tasks can be associated with
teachers’ positive feelings (Hughes et al., 2008) and, thus, also may be
related to a teacher’s positive perception of a child (Rudasill &
Rimm-Kaufman, 2009). Consequently, teachers’ positive perceptions
and emotions, e.g., satisfaction arising from the child’s adaptive
learning behavior, may be related to teachers’ efforts to cultivate a
warmer and even more responsive relationship with the child (Heatly &
Votruba-Drzal, 2019; Rudasill & Rimm-Kaufman, 2009).

Unlike Hypothesis 3b, we did not find a statistically significant
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longitudinal link from children’s task persistence to parent- and teacher-
child conflict. One possible explanation for these null results could be
that negative parent- and teacher-child relationship quality (as a form of
conflict) may be linked to more acute and broader behavioral difficulties
(e.g., externalizing problems; Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2017, 2019;
Jaruseviciute et al., 2022), whereas low task persistence during school
tasks does not necessarily indicate problematic behavior. Moreover, we
can assume that a lower level of task persistence does not necessarily
relate to conflicts with teachers, given that at the beginning of first
grade, children must learn how to behave in the classroom and direct
their attention toward certain tasks. Therefore, the lack of task persis-
tence at the beginning of first grade may not yet be perceived as prob-
lematic behavior from the teacher’s perspective.

Furthermore, children’s task persistence might be not associated
longitudinally with parent-child closeness nor parent-child conflict
because task persistence was measured as a classroom outcome that is
more observable by teachers than parents. Thus, it can be assumed that
more general behavior by the child, which also has been seen
throughout daily activities at home, would be stronger in relation to
parent-child relationship quality (Heatly & Votruba-Drzal, 2019).

4.4. Limitations

The present study has several limitations. First, although our study
was longitudinal, no conclusions regarding causal effects between
relationship quality and task persistence can be drawn. Only experi-
ments can determine causal effects’ direction. The second limitation
relates to the cross-lagged panel model (Hamaker et al., 2015). Ac-
cording to Hamaker et al. (2015), the model is not as beneficial in
determining predictive associations between variables if the results
indicate high stability across variables. Therefore, to validate the pre-
sent study’s results, other statistical techniques need to be applied in
future research (e.g., the random intercept cross-lagged panel model, or
RI-CLPM). In our study, we unfortunately had only two repeated mea-
surements. Thus, we were unable to construct an RI-CLPM. Third,
children’s task persistence at the beginning of first grade was related
strongly to their task persistence at the end of first grade, indicating that
a large amount of variance in task persistence can be explained by the
child’s task persistence at an earlier measurement point. However,
parent- and teacher-child relationship quality notably can be explained
as being a uniquely small proportion of the variance in task persistence
over and above the level determined at the previous time point. Fourth,
although a multi-respondent design is another strength of the study, we
used self-report questionnaires that are vulnerable to the social desir-
ability effect (i.e., only parents and teachers reported on their percep-
tions of relationship quality) and reporter bias (i.e., only teachers
reported on relationship quality and task persistence). Thus, future
studies need to include children’s perceptions of their relationships with
parents and teachers. Furthermore, observation data could allow us to
broaden our understanding of how parent- and teacher-child relation-
ship quality manifests and is interrelated with children’s task persis-
tence. Fifth, the present study focused only on first-grade students. Thus,
future studies could provide more information about the development of
children’s task persistence by following children for longer periods. This
is a particularly relevant aspect for future studies given that our pre-
liminary results on mean-level comparisons indicated mean-level
changes in relationship quality across time. Sixth, caution should be
taken when generalizing our results to different populations, e.g., high,
or low socioeconomic status (SES) families and schools or different
geographical areas, because our study sample comprised a demo-
graphically low-risk Lithuanian population. Therefore, in future
research, more attention should be paid to disadvantaged families, as
relationship quality in these families may be related differently to chil-
dren’s task persistence. Moreover, for broader generalizations, it would
be useful to investigate similar research questions in different countries’
cultural and education systems.
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4.5. Practical implications

Regarding teachers in the classroom, a few important practical im-
plications can be drawn. First, teachers should avoid forming conflictual
relationships with children at the very start of first grade, as these re-
lationships may relate to lower task persistence at the end of first grade.
Second, teachers should be aware that they tend to form closer re-
lationships with children who are task persistent in classroom tasks.
Thus, interventions that would help manage conflicts with children and
strengthen positive relationships could be emphasized and implemented
in the classroom.

Based on the present study’s results, some other practical recom-
mendations can be made. Professionals working with children starting
their school careers should acknowledge and emphasize the importance
of parent-teacher collaboration. Positive parent-teacher interaction and
collaboration between the home and school need to be emphasized, as a
child’s closeness with both parents and teachers relates to higher task
persistence at the end of first grade.

4.6. Conclusions

Overall, the present study’s results provided more insight into lon-
gitudinal bidirectional associations between parent- and teacher-child
relationships, and a specific child’s motivational behavior out-
come—task persistence—during the critical academic development
stage (first grade) in Lithuania. The results emphasized that parent- and
teacher-child relationship quality at the start of first grade can be related
to a child’s task persistence at the end of first grade. Specifically, the
results stressed that a conflictual teacher-child relationship was related
negatively to first-grade children’s task performance, over and above the
prior level of task persistence and control variables. The results also
indicated that simultaneous positive relationship experiences at home
and at school were related positively to task persistence among children
at the end of first grade. Therefore, parents and teachers need to be
supportive and establish close relationships with their children. Finally,
the results indicated that a child’s task persistence level at the beginning
of first grade was associated significantly with closer relationships with
the teacher at the end of first grade. Consequently, practical in-
terventions may be beneficial, particularly those emphasizing parents
and teachers’ awareness of how relationship quality with the child may
support children’s task persistence from the beginning of formal
schooling in first grade.
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