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ABSTRACT 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PRESCHOOL CHILDREN'S SCHOOL 
READINESS, SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL COMPETENCE AND STUDENT-TEACHER 
RELATIONSHIPS 

By Badiyyah I. Waajid, Ph.D. 

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University. 

Virginia Conlmonwealth University, 2005 

Director: Jill E. Fox, Ph.D., School of Education 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relations between preschool children's 

school readiness, young children's social emotional development, and teacher-student 

relationships. Of interest, was whether social-emotional competence and teacher-student 

relationships made unique contributions to young children school readiness. Participants 

were 58 three and four year old children (3 1 boys and 27 girls) who attended 3 inner-city 

preschool programs. Thirty-five percent of the sample was African American, with the 

remainder being Caucasian, Asian, or Hispanic. Social-emotional and teacher-student 

relationship measures collected during the year were associated with school readiness at 

year's end. Children's emotional competence was assessed using child interviews. 

Social competence and teacher-student relationships were measured using teacher 

surveys. 

After controlling for age, bivariate correlation revealed that emotional competence and 

social competence were positively related to one another. Emotional competence and 



close teacher-student relationships were related to school readiness. Regression analyses 

showed that emotional competence added to the prediction of school readiness after 

controlling for age. Children more ready for school, were more emotionally competent. 

Children having close relationships with preschool teachers were also more emotionally 

competent. 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PRESCHOOL CHILDREN'S 

SCHOOL READINESS, SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL COMPETENCE, 

AND STUDENT-TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS 

Introduction 

Statement o f  the Problem 

The purpose of school is to promote academic skills and knowledge to take 

students from one level of learning to the next, but, if students drop out of school, success 

can be difficult to achieve. Five out of every 100 students enrolled in high school in 

October 1999 left school before October 2000 without having successfully completed 

their high school program. Despite efforts to reverse this trend, the percentage of 

students dropping out of school each year has stayed relatively unchanged since 1987 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2000). 

Suspension or expulsion is another reason students miss school, either 

permanently or temporarily, and usually results from aggressive or illappropriate acts 

committed in the classroom. Limited research has been conducted with students leaving 

school for these reasons; however, a recent study by the National Center for Education 

Statistics (2000) analyzed aggression among middle and high school students and 

included open-ended interviews with those involved in violent and aggressive acts. 

Conversations with study participants explored the dynamics of the 250 aggressive 

incidents from the students' perspective. On a scale of least to most serious, the 250 acts 

included behaviors such as throwing something at another individual; pushing, grabbing, 

or shoving; slapping, kicking, hitting with the fist, or hitting with an object; threatening 

with a gun or knife; 



with a gun or knife; and using a gun or knife. The majority of these incidents happened 

in the school classroom. This study found that these students felt anger in 62% of the 

250 incidents and fear in approximately 14% of 230 incidents. The vast majority (84%) 

admitted their involvement but denied responsibility. Their actions were supported by a 

strong belief system that justified their actions based on their emotions, which served to 

neutralize any feelings of guilt. 

Victims of classroom aggression acts are not the only ones negatively affected. 

Students and teachers who witness inappropriate behaviors also suffer. When students 

and teachers worry about being attacked, they may not be able to concentrate on teaching 

or learning, and academic performance declines. In March 1996, Congress recognized 

the negative impact of school violence on education reform and signed into law Goal 6 of 

the Goals 2000: Educate America Act. The supporting narrative states that by 2002, no 

child or youth should be fearful on the way to school, be afraid while there, or have to 

cope with pressures to make unhealthy choices (National Education Goals Report of 

1994: Building a Nation of Learners). Passage of Goal 6 indicates that during each 

school day, there are students and teachers who must deal with the social and emotional 

impact of inappropriate student behaviors rather than focus on school related issues. 

Adoption of Goal 6 also indicates that students may need supports beyond those typically 

provided by teachers and schools, or beyond those usually considered part of a school's 

core curriculum. To help students achieve higher academic goals (Mayer & Salovey, 

1997), schools may need to do more than focus on students' cognitive abilities. The 

literature provides evidence that "school-readiness needs to be re-defined and that 
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