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Abstract

An attachment theory lens is used to explore the models that teach-
ers carry into their personal and professional relationships. Attachment in-
security affects a teacher’s ability to effectively collaborate with teaching
peers and administration. It also affects teachers’ sensitivity, consistency,
and empathy toward students in their charge, particularly if the students
themselves are relationally insecure (Ahnert, Pinquart, & Lamb, 2006).
Several scholars (Cohen, 2015; Gergen, 2009; McNamee & Moscheta,
2015) stress the importance of self-reflective practice in creating relational
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engagement in education as it results in better student outcomes. The
ability of those to engage in relational self-reflective practice, often the
cornerstone of education and counsellor training, would not reach the
required depths to effect meaningful behavioral change in those with at-
tachment insecurity. An alternative professional development concept us-
ing guided book study is discussed.

Overview

Teachers at all levels of instruction are required to balance the aca-
demic requirements of the coursework with group process. Increasingly,
there is a requirement in education to build competencies in social/emo-
tional learning. This course content has the potential of eliciting emotional
triggers for both students and instructors. This can result in the need to
put aside curriculum to focus on process. The degree to which teachers are
effective in first noticing and then acting on emotional processes is intrin-
sic to good pedagogy. However, if teachers are working through their own
histories of loss, trauma, abuse, or relational insecurity and find themselves
similarly triggered by the course content, this might affect their ability to
remain psychologically present for students. This chapter discusses how
educators might engage teachers in a process of professional develop-
ment that indirectly encourages self-reflective pedagogy, particularly if
these teachers are resistant to self-reflective practice. The goal will be to
enable them to be more relationally engaged in the classroom.

A review of the history of problems educators witness in the classroom
when instructors themselves are relationally unavailable and the relation-
ship of this problem with attachment research and the teacher/student
relationship are discussed. A model of teacher professional development
to engage teachers in self-reflective practice is presented.

Review of the Literature
Since Bowlby (1969/1982) developed his theory of attachment se-
curity, numerous studies have suggested that individuals carry attach-

ment styles into many types of relationships, including the classroom
as both students and teachers (Ahnert, Harwardt-Heinecke, Kappler,
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Eckstein-Madry, & Milatz, 2012; Cassidy, 2008; Castro, Cohen, Gilad, &
Kluger, 2013; Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). Attachment theorists describe
attachment style as a particular way in which we perceive ourselves in rela-
tionships. If we receive sensitive, consistent, and responsive caregiving dur-
ing the sensitive phases in our infancy (birth up to roughly three years of
age), we develop a positive model of self and others (attachment security)
based on our success in consistently eliciting the care we need. Conversely,
if our caregiving is inconsistent, less sensitive, or inappropriate, we develop
negative models of others as being unresponsive or overly responsive and
a negative sense of self as we have not been successful in eliciting the care
we need. Those with attachment avoidance aim to keep their attachment
needs inactivated or dormant because in the past the caregiver had not
been present for them. Those with attachment resistance/ambivalence can-
not control their attachment system activation and become preoccupied
with their relationship needs (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1969/1982; Main &
Goldwin, 1998).

As this model of ourselves in relation to important caregivers is formed
during pre-language stages of development, it stays largely in our un-
conscious. This working model is responsible for a particular line of move-
ment or schema of our perception of the world and ourselves in it. We
then internalize experiences with primary attachment figures and carry
these internal models into future relationships. Hence, if individuals were
insecure in their caregiver/child relationships, they might be insecure in
their romantic relationships (Castellano, Velotti, Crowell, & Zavattini, 2014).
There is evidence to suggest that this insecurity is transmitted to children
(Fearon, Shmueli-Goetz, Viding, Fonagy, & Plomin, 2014) and to profes-
sional relationships (Richards & Schat, 2011) including the classroom.

Attachment Security in the Classroom

Many adult caregivers, including teachers, act as attachment fig-
ures for young children. Children in school will seek out their teacher as
a secure base for exploration or a safe haven when frightened (Koomen
& Hoeksma, 2003; Pianta, 1992), or for comfort seeking when otherwise
distressed (Howes & Ritchie, 1999). There are also similar behavioural re-
actions in the patterns of separation-reunion behaviours between teach-
ers/children and parents/children suggesting that the teacher/student
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relationship in children under the age of twelve mirrors a primary care-
giver attachment relationship (Pianta, 1992).

However, the degree to which a child feels comfortable approaching
a teacher when frightened or anxious is determined by the teacher’s ap-
proachability. Ahnert et al. (2006) found that teacher sensitivity was instru-
mental in communicating approachability. Other dynamics such as the
affective quality of the teacher-child relationship, in terms of closeness,
lack of conflict, and low dependency (Pianta, 2001), and teacher respon-
siveness to students (Bakermans-Kranenberg, van ljzendoorn, & Juffer,
2003) predict relationship quality. A higher-quality relationship then pre-
dicts measurable outcomes in students’ academics, social, emotional, and
behavioural competencies. A sensitive and responsive teacher will serve as
a secure base that enables students to succeed (Ripski, LoCasale-Crouche,
& Decker, 2011).

Attachment Insecurity in the Classroom

The insecurely attached child (either resistant/ambivalent or avoidant)
arrives at school with risks for academic, developmental, and socioemo-
tional difficulties (Sabol & Pianta, 2012). In kindergarten, attachment inse-
curity predicts an increase in peer conflict, externalising and internalising
behaviours (O'Connor, Collins, & Supplee, 2012). Moreover, children with
attachment insecurity—avoidant behaviours are more likely to engage in
conflict-loaded relationships, and those with attachment insecurity-resis-
tant/ambivalence behaviors are more dependent and anxious. Ahnert et al.
(2012) found that both attachment insecurity models were related to higher
cortisol profiles, indicative of higher stress response activation, which af-
fects students’ ability to absorb information. In adolescence, insecure in-
ternal models are linked to risky sexualized behaviours (Kobak, Herres, &
Laurenceau 2012), behavioural reactivity (Ahnert et al., 2012), peer difficul-
ties, and low academic achievement (Verschueren, Doumen, & Buyse, 2012).

The problem is exacerbated when insecure children are paired with
an insecurely attached teacher. Buyse, Verschueren and Doumen (2011)
found that teachers with an underlying insecure attachment-dismissive
style are less sensitive, less responsive, and less likely to recognize the
child’s attachment needs, therefore less likely to provide a secure base.
They did not form close alliances, and this lack of attachment affected
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student success. Table 1 provides an alignment of adult and child attach-
ment categories.

Table 1.

Categories of attachment style for adults and children (Ainsworth,
1989; Bowlby, 1969/1982; Main & Goldwin, 1998).

Adult Attachment Child Attachment
Classifications Classifications
Autonomous/Secure Secure

Values attachment relationships;
has compassion and under-
standing of parental behaviour,
compassion for self, and ability
to self-reflect on the effects of
their own behaviours

Dismissive
Distances themselves from early
experiences to keep attachment
system inert by claiming lack of
memory; presenting an ideal-
ized image of early experiences;
presenting derogatory views of
parents without compassion

Preoccupied
Overactivation of attachment
needs; emotionally overinvolved
with parents, little compassion
or understanding of parents; evi-
dence or role reversal (child acts
as parent); little self-reflective
ability

Shows a balance of secure
base and safe haven behav-
iour; separations don’t de-
crease exploration; clear safe
haven behaviour in reunion

Avoidant
Little outward response to
separations from parent; little
or no safe haven behaviour
(e.g., no greeting, no ac-
ceptance of parents’ reunion
attempts)

Resistant/Ambivalent
Child is fearful of explora-
tion when parent is absent
and clearly distressed. When
parent returns, their attach-
ment system does not deac-
tivate: parental comfort is not
effective
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Unresolved/Disoriented Disorganized
Lapses in monitoring discourse  Disoriented behaviour such
about traumaticexperiences of  as moving away from parent
death of an attachment figure ~ when upset; mix of approach

or in recountingincidences of and avoidant behaviour;
abuse or trauma (dissociation; freezing or stilling; signs of
overprovision of details; magical fear of parent
thinking)

Attachment Insecurity in Professional Contexts

A person’s underlying model of self and relationships is reflected in
school classroom relationships. Gillath, Sesko, Shaver, and Chun (2010)
found that this explanation also extends to collegial relationships. Testing
scenarios from corporations in a laboratory, they found higher levels of in-
authenticity and dishonesty in individuals with attachment insecurity. The
components of authenticity include an accurate awareness of one’s mo-
tives, feelings, desires, strengths, and weaknesses; unbiased processing or
not denying, distorting, exaggerating, or ignoring private knowledge or
internal experiences; behaving in relation to one’s values; and having a
relational orientation in which one is genuine in relationships with others.
Those with attachment-dismissiveness and attachment-preoccupation
were both found to score higher on measures of inauthenticity and lying
(tendency, frequency, and reasons). Similarly Richards and Schat (2011)
found that individuals with attachment-dismissiveness were self-reliant
and less likely to form affiliations with colleagues, suppressed negative
emotion, and did not seek support for work-related difficulties. Castro et
al. (2013) also found that such individuals avoided deeper conversation.
Those with attachment-preoccupation displayed dysfunctional interac-
tion patterns, less affiliative behaviour, and were more likely to want to
quit their jobs. They were ineffective listeners because they were con-
cerned with ensuring conflict avoidance throughout their interactions.
Their underlying attachment style had a direct effect on their professional
life. These studies suggest that an underlying dismissive or preoccupied
attachment style hinders the expression of authentic, honest, and collab-
orative interactions at work.
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Although Bowlby’s (1969/1982) original research suggested that attach-
ment models were trait based and therefore set for life, there is more recent
evidence from neuroscience that attachment insecurity is reversible should
the insecure individual encounter future relationships with secure individ-
uals, such as a romantic partner, therapists, or teachers. In these cases, the
negative model of self and others shifts to a more secure trajectory (Roisman,
Padroén, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2002). The resolution of negative models through
later secure attachments is known as attachment earned security.

A New Approach to Teacher Professional
Development

Many scholars suggest that educators would benefit from reflective
processes to create a deeper understanding of their relational intelligence.
Cohen (2015), Gergen (2009), and McNamee and Moscheta (2015) argued
the importance of teacher relational engagement with students and col-
leagues. To be relationally engaged, educators must engage in“a reflective
exploration of one’s own values and taken-for-granted ideas about educa-
tion, learning and knowledge generation” (McNamee & Moscheta, 2015,
p. 26). In this model, the teaching relationship takes prominence over the
content of interactions (e.g., dialogue). In other words, knowledge is gen-
erated from the “embodiment of people relating with each other” (p. 27)
and not to what is being said.

To be fully attuned to this process of deeper self-reflection, an indi-
vidual would have to want to and see the benefit from inner work (Cohen,
2015). Those with attachment insecurity models are less likely to see the
benefit of this work or not able to access deeper reflective processes as
they are still caught up in their unfulfilled attachment needs: fear of ac-
tivating their dormant attachment needs (dismissive); or obsessing over
their attachment fears and anxieties (preoccupied). Hazan and Shaver
(1990) found that those with dismissive relational strategies are less likely
to share reflective processes. In addition, although they are open to ex-
ploring new ideas, they are generally less likely to collaborate on projects
with peers. The research therefore suggests that self-reflective inner work
would not be successful for the insecurely attached.

The creation of a safe place for students in the classroom begins with
the teacher’s ability to build a safe community. A teacher’s ability to do this
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would be compromised if he or she lacked secure relational strategies due
to attachment insecurity. Self-reflective practices that feature inner work
(Cohen, 2015) alone would not achieve the goal of deeper reflection to
effect positive relational change. However, approaching the self-reflective
process as a professional development opportunity instead of inner work
or personal growth might be perceived as less emotionally threatening.
Those with dismissiveness could be encouraged to use the collaborative
process when there is a set work plan involved that has a set curriculum
with established goals or competencies. One such example is the use of
book study groups in teacher education.

Early developmental theories such as Vygotsky’s (1997) often cite the
usefulness of collaborative learning opportunities in education, such as
study groups. Vygotsky’s (1997) zones of proximal development (ZPD) is
an example of communicating learning and culture through collaborative
peer efforts. Learning communities are either “formal or informal learning
communities [that] can act as powerful mechanisms for [teacher] growth
and development” (Desimone, 2011, p. 69).

The proposed method would consist of a book study, in which a
text would be chosen to meet professional development goals. It is
based on the assumption that the expertise lies with the community
not the individual, and that collaboration will ensure that all have own-
ership in the goals attained (Hirsh & Killion, 2009; Moore & Whitfield,
2008). Teachers would meet weekly to discuss the book contents and
also reflect on their own personal growth. The chosen book should
pertain to some aspect of relational or collaborative learning or to the
application of attachment security in the classroom. For example, Kirke
Olson’s (2014) The Invisible Classroom applies attachment theory and
neuroscience to the creation of safe learning communities in schools.
As the focus of the book study is on achieving student success instead
of personal exploration, it should encourage a deeper discussion of re-
flective practices.

As in any type of group collaboration, there is a balance required be-
tween content and process. Stanley (2011) suggested five important con-
siderations for study groups: (1) establishment of group rules (number of
sessions, absences), (2) group norms (role of facilitator or member), (3)
conflict resolution between pedagogy and content, (4) assignments, and
(5) the applications of findings to the classroom. While these consider-
ations are often found in group counseling (Yalom, 2005), the aim of these
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groups will be educational even though the material may uncover deeper
reflective processes seen in counseling psychology groups.

The most important aspect of the study group is the technique of the
leader as the group’s norms are shaped and then modeled through the
leader. According to Yalom (2005), “the posture of the [leader] must be one
of concern, acceptance, genuineness, empathy” (p. 117). The group itself
is the “agent of change.!” While the group leader will establish the norms of
interaction, all members will be tasked to collaborate, accept, and support
all members; encourage interpersonal learning; act in an altruistic man-
ner; and provide hope and encouragement (Yalom, 2005).

An experienced educator and attuned group leader will mold content
with process while creating a safe place to explore new ideas and deep-
er reflection. The modeling of a deeper reflective process by the group
leader along with the presence of relationally secure group members may
encourage the less secure to take a step toward self-reflection. This would
only occur if the book study does not explicitly discuss the self-reflective
content.

The explicit benefit and attraction of the book study for teachers will
be the application of the book contents to specific classroom practice.
For example, Olson’s (2014) The Invisible Classroom provides a thorough
discussion of the neurobiology of classroom safety, attachment in the
classroom, the impact of implicit and explicit memory on learning, and
finally, interventions to build a strengths-based collaborative classroom
and school culture. Book study participants would read a portion per
week and discuss their experiences of implementing the suggested strat-
egies. The implicit benefit would be the subsequent discussion of book
content to student success, the teachers’ teaching strategies, and its ef-
fects on their own personal relational strategies both inside and outside
the classroom.

Limitations and Recommendations

As with any collaborative enterprise, the consistent attendance of
participants is required to gain the most benefit. As it is less likely that
those with attachment-dismissiveness would see benefit from the collab-
orative process, the school administration or group facilitator may have to
identify those individuals who might benefit from the group and employ
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counseling-informed person-centered strategies to build unconditional pos-
itive regard (Rogers, 1980) with these individuals. The alternative would be
to mandate participation. However, as Lopez, Osterberg, Jensen-Doss, and
Rae (2011) pointed out, mandated participants may initially adopt new
learning, but this learning is not maintained in the long term.

The recommendation would be to build a book study series into
teachers’ schedules using different content to appeal to a broad group of
educators. For example, novels or biographies might be initially selected.
The book study might then discuss strategies for student success, such
as reading instruction or critical analyses. Subsequent books chosen in
the series would begin to explore psychological and emotional processes,
balancing content and process throughout. The aim would be to have a
coherent group membership with set norms and rules before more sensi-
tive texts were chosen. In other words, attachment security between the
facilitator and members would have already been modeled and a space of
safety created to now delve into more emotive content. The attachment-
dismissive teacher would be on the road to attachment security as trust,
safety, and empathy are routinely modeled in the book study group.

Conclusion

While there are many factors that affect the teacher/student relation-
ship, an attachment theory lens to discuss the effects of teacher attach-
ment insecurity in the classroom and its impact on learning outcomes for
students and professional relationships is proposed. The primary aim was
to present one model of professional development that would encourage
participation by those teachers with insecure relational strategies, particu-
larly those attached-dismissive. Approaches used in counseling psychol-
ogy and education that employ self-reflective practice might not be most
effective for those teachers with a dismissive strategy as they would be
less likely to participate in a collaborate process that delves into insecure
models of self.

Professional development based on a featured book would instead
focus teachers on the intellectual exercise of applying content. A skilled
group facilitator would model self-reflective practice; secure group mem-
bers would do the same. If the content of the book relates to social emo-
tional learning, there would be an opportunity to reflect on one’s own
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attachment history in the process of the book study. The implicit result
would be that those teachers with attachment insecurity would be more
likely to reflect on the impact of their attachment insecurity in the context
of the book study; then, they could consider inner work in a more explicit
way. The ultimate aim would be that this attachment security experience
would then be more effectively modeled in classrooms.

A lack of connection with secure, empathic teachers and administra-
tors has increasingly negative outcomes for a child progressing through
school. There is a pressing need for all educators to address their personal
barriers to building real connection in the classroom and school commu-
nity, whether through inner work or a more structured professional devel-
opment book study model.

References

Ahnert, L., Harwardt-Heinecke, E., Kappler, G., Eckstein-Madry, T., & Milatz,
A. (2012). Student-teacher relationships and classroom climate
in first grade: How do they relate to students’ stress regulation?
Attachment & Human Development, 14(3), 249-263.

Ahnert, L., Pinquart, M., & Lamb, M. E. (2006). Security of children’s rela-
tionships with non-parental care providers: A meta-analysis. Child
Development, 77(3), 664-679.

Ainsworth, M.D.S. (1989). Attachments beyond infancy. American
Psychologist, 44(4), 709-716.

Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. G., van ljzendoorn, M. H., & Juffer, F. (2003). Less
is more: Meta-analyses of sensitivity and attachment interventions
in early childhood. Psychological Bulletin, 129(2), 195-215.

Bowlby, J. (1969/1982). Attachment and loss: Vol. 1 attachments (2nd ed.).
New York, NY: Basic Books.

Buyse, E., Verschueren K., & Doumen, S. (2011). Preschoolers’ attachment

to mother and risk for adjustment problems in kindergarten: Can
teachers make a difference? Social Development, 20(1), 33-50.

179



Cassidy, J. (2008). The nature of the child’s ties. In J. Cassidy & P. R. Shaver
(Eds.). Handbook of attachment: Theory, research and clinical appli-
cations (pp. 3-22). New York, NY: Guilford.

Castellano, R., Velotti, P, Crowell, J., & Zavattini, G. (2014). The role of par-
ents’ attachment configurations at childbirth on marital satisfac-
tion and conflict strategies. Journal of Child & Family Studies, 23(6),
1011-1026.

Castro, D. R, Cohen, A, Gilad, T., & Kluger, A. N. (2013). The role of active
listening in teacher-parent relations and the moderating role
of attachment style. The International Journal of Listening, 27(3),
136-145.

Cohen, A. (2015). Becoming fully human within educational environments.
Burnaby, British Columbia: The Write Room Press.

Desimone, L. M. (2011). A primer on effective professional development.
Phi Delta Kappan, 92(6), 68-71.

Fearon, P, Shmueli-Goetz, Y., Viding, E., Fonagy, P, & Plomin, R. (2014).
Genetic and environmental influences on adolescent attachment.
Journal of Child Psychology & Psychiatry, 55(9), 1033-1041.

Gergen, K. J. (2009). Relational being: Beyond self and community. Oxford,
United Kingdom: Oxford University Press.

Gillath, O,, Sesko, A. K., Shaver, P. R, & Chun, D. S. (2010). Attachment, au-
thenticity and honesty: Dispositional and experimentally induced
security can reduce self and other deception. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 98(5), 841-855.

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. R. (1990). Love and work: An attachment-theoreti-
cal perspective. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 59(2),

270-280.

Hirsh, S., & Killion, J. (2009). When educators learn, students learn: Eight
principles of professional learning. Phi Delta Kappan, 90(7).

180

SUPPORTING THE SUCCESS OF ADULT AND ONLINE STUDENTS

Howes, C., & Ritchie, S. (1999). Attachment organization in children with
difficult life circumstances. Development & Psychopathology, 11(2),
251-268.

Kobak, R., Herres, J. & Laurenceau, J. P. (2012). Teacher-student interactions
and attachment states of mind as predictors of early romantic
involvement and risky sexual behaviours. Attachment & Human
Development, 14(3), 289-303.

Koomen, H. M. Y. & Hoeksma, J. V. (2003). Regulation of emotional security
by children after entry to special and regular kindergarten classes.
Psychological Reports, 93, 1319-1334.

Lopez, M. A., Osterberg, L. D., Jensen-Doss, A., & Rae, W.A. (2011). Effects
of workshop training for providers under mandated use of an ev-
idence-based practice. Administration and Policy in Mental Health
and Mental Health Services Research, 38(4),301-312.

Main, M., & Goldwin, R. (1998). Adult attachment scoring and classifica-
tion system. Unpublished manuscript. University of California at
Berkeley.

McNamee, S., & Moscheta, M. (2015). Relational intelligence and collabora-
tive learning. New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 143, 25-40.

Moore, J., & Whitfield, V. F. (2008). Musing: A way to inform and inspire ped-
agogy through self-reflection. The Reading Teacher, 61(7), 586-588.

O’Connor, E. E,, Collins, B. A., & Supplee, L. (2012). Behaviour problems
in late childhood: The roles of early maternal attachment and
teacher-child relationships trajectories. Attachment & Human
Development, 14(3), 265-288.

Olson, K. (2014). The invisible classroom: Relationships, neuroscience and
mindfulness in school. New York, NY: Norton.

Pianta, R. C. (Ed.) (1992). Beyond the parent: The role of other adults in chil-
dren’s lives. New directions for child development, 57, 1-144.

181



Pianta, R. C. (2001). STRS: Student-Teacher Relationship Scale: Professional
manual. Odessa, FL: Psychological Assessment Resources.

Richards, D. A., & Schat, A. C. H. (2011). Attachment at (not to) work:
Applying attachment theory to explain individual behaviour in or-
ganizations. Journal of Applied Psychology, 96(1), 169-182.

Ripski, M. B., LoCasale-Crouche, J., & Decker, L. (2011). Preservice teach-
ers: Dispositional traits, emotional states and quality of teacher-
student interactions. Teacher Education Quarterly, 38(2), 77-96.

Rogers, C. (1980). A way of being. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin.

Roisman, G., Padron, E., Sroufe, L., & Egeland, B. (2002). Earned secure at-
tachment status in retrospect and prospect. Child Development,
73(4), 1204-1219.

Sabol,T. J.,, & Pianta, R. C. (2012). Recent trends in research on teacher-child
relationships. Attachment & Human Development, 14(3),213-231.

Stanley, A. M. (2011). Professional development within collaborative
teacher study groups: Pitfalls and promises. Arts Education Policy
Review, 112(2), 71-78.

Verschueren, K., Doumen, S., & Buyse, E. (2012). Relationships with mother,
teacher and peers: Unique and joint effects of young children’s
self-concept. Attachment & Human Development, 14(3), 233-248.

Verschueren, K., & Koomen, H. M.Y. (2012). Teacher-child relationships from
an attachment perspective. Attachment & Human Development,

14(3), 205-211.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1997). Educational psychology. Boca Raton, FL: St. Lucie
Press.

Yalom, I. (2005). The theory and practice of group psychotherapy (5th ed.).
New York, NY: Basic Books.

182

SUPPORTING THE SUCCESS OF ADULT AND ONLINE STUDENTS

Author Biography

Jill Taggart is the Director of Canadian Education programs and
Professor at City University of Seattle in Canada. She was formerly ad-
junct faculty at Laurentian University in Ontario and at the University of
Southampton in the United Kingdom. She holds a BA from University
of Toronto, an MS in animal behaviour, an MS in research methods and
statistics, and a PhD in developmental and social psychology from the
University of Southampton. She has been teaching at City University of
Seattle since 2011. She is also a registered clinical counsellor and operates
a counselling clinic in Vancouver, Canada.

183



