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Abstract

:

Portuguese schools have high student failure and early school leaving rates (Pordata, 2017) giving rise to a number of initiatives aimed at their reduction. The “Alternative Curricular Course” (ACC) promotes the learning of basic skills, specifically in Portuguese language and Mathematics, to support logical reasoning and artistic, vocational, and professional development. Its main goal is the fulfilment of compulsory schooling and the reduction of academic failure. Research based on attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) suggests that different internal working models of attachment are associated with different characteristics of social, academic, emotional, and behavioural competencies that may interfere in the quality of relationships that young people establish in school, especially with teachers, and also influence their academic performance. This study evaluates the relationship between internal working models of students, their perceptions of the quality of their relationships with teachers, and their academic performance using three measures: (i) the “Inventory of Attachment in Childhood and Adolescence” (IACA) measure, (ii) the “Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment” (IPPA) measure—concerning the attachment to teacher”, and (iii) a socio-demographic questionnaire on a sample of 305 students from the 8th grade of regular education (RE) and the ACC. The results reveal that students on the ACC exhibit a less secure internal working model than students in RE, and that the perception of the quality of the student-teacher relationship, regarding the dimension of acceptance and understanding by the teachers, is associated with a better academic performance. These results align with those of other recent studies in support of the conclusion that the process of attachment has a significant influence on educational contexts, consistent with attachment and related theories.
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1. Introduction


Obtaining a high school diploma is an important developmental marker in the transition from adolescence to adulthood [1]. Completing a school education is a major event in the academic, personal, and professional life of an individual and is the culmination of a process of learning, and developing competencies and self-realization; withdrawing from school represents the negative opposite [2]. Individuals who do not complete high school with a credential increase their susceptibility to numerous detrimental life outcomes, e.g., they are more likely to experience unemployment, to obtain welfare, to have lower lifetime salaries, to participate in substance abuse and delinquent or criminal behavior [3,4], and to experience mental health problems [5]. The “early school leaving” rate of school students in Portugal (and in Madeira specifically) is high (currently 14%, the fourth highest in Europe–Pordata, [6]), and this has triggered the concern of policy makers, various organizations, and actors involved in the educational context of Portugal. Europe’s 2020 strategy sets the target of ‘reducing the share of early leavers of education and training’ to less than 10%, and this target has been adopted by educational decision makers in their daily work.



Benavente et al. [7] argue that several dimensions should be considered when analyzing academic failure such as cultural and family factors or the educational system itself. Academic success or failure occurs within the teaching–learning process, and may reflect the impact of several internal or external variables such as personality, cognitive and emotional processes, teacher– student relationships, peer relationships, family structure and dynamics, and the school as an institution among others [8]. At school, a comprehensive approach of tackling low educational accomplishment should include measures that are appropriate for all students, while integrating underachieving students in particular. Evidence shows that taking into consideration students’ educational needs, in terms of student–teacher relationships, internal working models, and individual educational profiles, has a positive influence on engagement and accomplishment [9,10,11]. “Teachers and school staff, as well as other significant adults in the lives of children/young people, can become especially significant relationships, for those who have suffered trauma during their developmental period and who are not equipped with the right “tools” for their stage of schooling [12,13]. Providing positive educational experiences to those children not only leads to improved learning and cognitive development, but also to emotional, social, and resilience growth [14]. For Bombèr [14], supportive practice and the quality of the relationship reinforces the successful education of all children, especially those who are socially and emotionally disadvantaged by early negative parenting experiences. In addition, teachers are increasingly acquainted with students who demonstrate social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties that ultimately impact their academic performance. Tackling challenging student behavior is an increasingly serious problem for teachers. Labels such as “at-risk,” “vulnerable,” “undisciplined “, and “disruptive” [14] are often heard in school meetings. In the specific case of the sample of students used for this study, these labels are stigmatic. The Alternative Curricular Course (ACC) is an educational measure specifically directed to students 15 years of age or younger who have (i) repeated academic failure; (ii) risk of discrimination; (iii) risk of social exclusion or early school leaving; and (iv) high lack of motivation and absenteeism [15]. Many times, these classes are referred to by the teachers as especially challenging.



The ACC establishes a training programme to produce alternative curricula that is adapted to children and adolescents, who are vulnerable to drop out or be excluded from school, whose needs the current curricula and programmes have not met [15]. In this framework, these curricula are designed to deal with the problem of enduring academic failure, aiming to reduce the lifetime and occurrence of problematic cases. They comprise a range of general and specific training that enables the acquisition of knowledge and the promotion of skills in technological, scientific, artistic, and sports-related fields [16]. For such a group of students, the task of the teacher is multifaceted, requiring adaptive and creative skills to face challenging situations, creating a positive learning environment and citizenship, and supporting young people in completing an alternative training that enables them to lead a dignified life where they feel useful from a social perspective [17].



1.1. Conceptual Models of Early School Leaving and Engagement


Researchers have proposed several models to clarify the process of early school leaving, and the consequences of repeated academic failure. Some models focus specifically on early school leaving, while others attempt to clarify student outcomes in general, with early school leaving representing just one factor [3,18,19,20]. Most of the models concentrate on an individual viewpoint and identify a number of general categories of factors including: previous school experiences, academic performance (results, test scores, grades, etc.); school-related behavior (e.g., undertaking homework), cognitive processes (e.g., efforts toward academic goals), social environment (e.g., good relationship with teachers and classmates), and psychological conditions (e.g., self-esteem and identification with school). While there are several overlaps in the models, they diverge in respect to the specific factors that are assumed to exert the highest influence on early school leaving and school failure.



Finn’s models are among some of the most cited that explains “early school leaving” [3]. The “frustration-self-esteem” model suggests that the initial antecedent to school disengagement is primary school failure, which, in turn, contributes to low self-esteem and then to problematic behaviors (such as failure to attend class, disorderly behavior). Reoccurrence of these behaviors further deteriorates school performance, which results in further reduction in self-esteem and an escalation of disorderly behaviors. Ultimately, students either leave school willingly or are excluded from school due to their inappropriate behavior. The “participation–identification” model points to the absence of participation in school events (e.g., classroom participation, homework, and sharing in the social, extracurricular parts of the school) as the initial antecedent to disengagement, which, in turn, predisposes students to poor academic performance and then to reduced identification (i.e., awareness of “belonging” and “appreciating”) with school. With time, the lack of identification with school leads to lower participation, poorer academic performance, even lower identification with school, and eventually to leaving school.



The model of Wehlage et al. [19] states that student results are cooperatively influenced by two comprehensive factors: school membership (attachment to adults and classmates, compliance with school norms, participation in school activities, and confidence in the school’s legitimacy and competence) and educational engagement. Based on Tinto’s research [21], Wehlage et al. [19] identified four common inhibitors to school membership: change to a new, and often bigger and more impersonal, school context; difficulty in doing more demanding school work; incongruence among pupils’ values, experiences, and anticipated futures, and the aims and rewards of the school; and isolation from teachers and classmates in both academic and social activities [19]. The same authors also identified several inhibitors of educational engagement: (i) schoolwork is not extrinsically inspiring for many pupils, as achievement is not linked to any explicit and appreciated goal; (ii) the general learning process in school is too abstract, verbal, passive, individualistic, and competitive (imposed by others and consequently not intrinsically inspiring) as opposed to concrete, problem-oriented, dynamic, kinesthetic, supportive, and self-governing; and (iii) schoolroom learning is often boring because teachers are preoccupied with the subject material, leading to superficial knowledge that is not inspiring. Rosenberg and Simmons [18] have proposed that school grades are significant to a student’s self-esteem because they are an objective basis for a student’s evaluation. In this understanding, low grades may foster a student’s sense of incompetence, since they may interpret grades as a subjective judgement from their teachers. For these students, being given low grades may be interpreted as representing the teacher’s individual state of mind toward them.



In addition to taking into account school-wide variables, a diverse set of teaching variables (such as autonomy or emotional support towards the students and acceptance of their individual characteristics) may be considered to increase a student’s sense of belonging to a supportive learning context and to promote an increase in student engagement [20]. These aspects take place in the practice of cooperative teaching and learning approaches, positive student-teacher relationships, and the promotion of mutual respect and acceptance within the teaching space.



Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris [22], after a large-scale review of the literature, conclude that engagement is related to positive academic results as well as achievement and perseverance in school. Students show a higher engagement (behavioral, emotional, or cognitive) in the context of supportive teachers and colleagues, stimulating and authentic tasks, an open space for options, and adequate structure.




1.2. Conceptual Definition of Attachment


The attachment relationship is defined as a deep emotional connection between the child and a significant figure, where both opt for an attitude that contributes to physical and affective closeness in order to allow adequate development [23], which tends to continue throughout life [24,25]. Internal working models are the individual’s representations about the self (encompassing the conceptions of personal and social competences), of others (of their availability and support), and of the world, resulting from attachment experiences [25,26]. This internal working model is, thus, a forerunner of later (dis)adaptive developmental scripts in relation to the subject’s new contexts and interactions [27].



Children develop secure attachments with significant figures as a result of caregivers who are more sensitive to their wider emotional needs [7]. Therefore, the child develops an unconditional trust in the availability of the reference figure, showing greater interest in exploring the world around them and in engaging in new learning, proving to be more socially adapted [28]. Additionally, they also show better skills that are required to control their emotions and regulate their impulses [29]. Otherwise, those with insecure attachment have a history of frustrating and unhappy experiences with unavailable and unresponsive caregivers, leading to subsequent difficulties with emotional control and impulse regulation [30], and opting for instant gratification at the cost of long-term goals [31]. Complementary to the above-mentioned internal working models, Main and Solomon (1986, quoted by Minnis et al. [32]) later proposed what they called disorganized attachment, corresponding to a random mix of avoidant and ambivalent (attachment) patterns, frequently related to abusive caregiving experiences.



Lately, the conceptual framework of attachment has attracted particular attention from researchers in the field of pedagogy, making it possible to understand how relationships are established, what modifies and influences them, how they are expressed, and what repercussions they lead to throughout life [33]. Attachment theory has been a core perspective for the motivational processes that lead to non-collaboration, non-identification, and school failure [3]. It provides greater clarity to the significance and implications of the behaviour of students under emotional and social strain, thus, empowering teachers as well as other educational actors to integrate it into teaching strategies [14].



Numerous students start school with a lower level of the social competencies required for success in a school setting [34]. Early in life, students acquire valuable competencies that set the groundwork for future learning [34]. Throughout infancy, students develop an attachment with their caregivers. In a healthy setting, students learn how to communicate their requests to their caregivers. In due course, students start to imitate, identify with, and internalize the behavior and ideals of their caregivers and others with whom they bond [34]. These primary relationships are the foundation upon which students develop the physical, social, emotive, moral, and cognitive competencies. Unfortunately, many students from socially deprived backgrounds arrive at school poorly equipped to learn, as they have not built secure trusting relationships. In contrast to students who have positive developmental experiences prior to school, students from socially deprived backgrounds have not assimilated beliefs, ideals, and behaviors that promote achievement in school [34]. Such children have not acquired fundamental social competencies, such as negotiation and cooperation [34]. Deficient basic social and interpersonal competencies can result in these children being rejected by schoolboards and teachers, and as a consequence, they are at risk for school failure. There is increasing evidence that interpersonal relationships are a significant factor in a student’s choice to continue in school or to leave [35,36]. Positive social relationships with teachers can be influential in encouraging students to go to school [9,37].




1.3. Student–Teacher Relationship


The quality of early attachment relationships determines the quality of academic, emotional, and social competence. In other words, internal models will shape the way the child interprets the world, behaves in relationships with others (e.g., with the teacher), and represents him/herself [38]. In compliance with attachment theory, the child’s capacity to apply these newly acquired skills in goal-corrected collaboration depends on the caregiver’s skill to appropriately assist or support the child’s metacognitive development. This capacity to share goals and plans develops within the framework of attachment relationships, and includes the development of cognitive skills that are progressively more complex, for instance, taking the perspective of another and negotiating a cooperative task [39].



Learning begins with the interaction with objects from the outside world, through play and the presence of a significant figure [40]. The competence to engage with external objects with curiosity and creativity is the basis of the competence to engage in learning. In each of these circumstances, it is essential to tolerate frustration and the doubt of “not knowing” until it is perceived [41]. This is the experience that the student transfers to the educational task, and the nature of that experience will possibly affect the involvement [41]. Therefore, attachment is related with exploration, task engagement, and cognitive skills [42]. Exploration enhances cognitive competence as children learn from contacts with people and objects [43,44]. Engagement is related to the superior cognitive processes of agency, attention, and determination; all are required for the learning, processing, and understanding of concepts [45,46,47]. In summary, to be able to learn, students need to be motivated and focus on what the teachers are attempting to teach. A student’s preparedness to learn depends profoundly upon his/her capacity to have confidence in the teacher and the school [35].



Research indicates that the student with secure relationships can establish other meaningful relationships, and are apt for positive resolutions [12,41]. This translates into being able to relate to both teachers and others, and to the educational task [14]. In contrast, students with insecure attachment reveal a “distorted” version of this relationship that expresses a different expectation of the teacher, and a response to the educational task in line with the student’s own experience of attachment [41]. The harmony between the student, the teacher. and the educational task can be disturbed by previous experiences, which affect the expectations of the teacher as well as the commitment to the task. According to Bombèr [14], insecure attachment is related to impairment of the following dimensions in students: (i) executive function (difficulty in organizing actions, monitoring, evaluating, planning actions, and abstract thinking); (ii) initiation (difficulty in starting work or a task with or without requests); (iii) working memory (difficulty remembering what is known or has been learned recently); (iv) transitions (difficulty changing their attention or switching between different tasks); (v) inhibition of inappropriate behaviors (difficulty blocking distractions or controlling their impulses).



In short, learning happens in a relational context [14,46]. This implies the development of a dialectical attitude between teacher and student to promote collaborative engagement that will foster learning outcomes. In this perspective, teaching is clearly bidirectional [48]. Given the neuronal plasticity (the capacity of the central nervous system to alter its own structural system and activity) of the brain, the child/youth is able to adapt in response to new experiences in the environment [49,50]. Children who have failed to create secure bonds with their significant figures at an early stage may later develop significant ones with their teachers [28]. Some authors recommend that the improvement of relationships between teachers and pupils can be a cost-effective path to enhance the success of students [51]. The connection between teacher and student can even play a significant role as a protective factor for young people experiencing school distress, family crises, or who are at risk for exclusion [52,53]. Teachers who demonstrate confidence and acceptance to their students are promoting the foundations for establishing positive relationships and learning experiences [12]. This form of positive esteem improves the student’s motivation to do their best, and contributes to the progress of a secure attachment between the teacher and the student [54]. Positive relationships with teachers can operate as a motivational resource when students are confronted with difficulties and obstacles in a school setting [55]. Several studies support a positive correlation between teacher support and indicators of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement [55,56,57].



The quality of the relationship with the caring figures has been signalled as a determinant of student academic success [58], adaptation to the school context [59], a good climate of learning within the classroom [13], and healthy peer relationships [60]. Rumberger’s [5]. Analysis of NELS data (National Educational Longitudinal Survey of 1988, USA) concludes that students who acknowledged that they had caring teachers were less prone to drop out of school.



The affective elements between teacher and student, and their various consequences in the student’s life, have been recognised by educational actors. They are beginning to value this relationship as a significant factor in the life of current and future generations [14].





2. Methodology


The “Alternative Curricular Course” (ACC) intends to constitute a response to educational action that adapts to the needs of schooling and training, taking into account the characteristics of the students. In this context, it was considered pertinent to study students in ACC compared to students in “Regular Education” (RE), examining aspects related to their internal working models and student-teacher relationships, and how these are associated with school performance. In Portugal, research about attachment and learning is lacking [61]. This study aims to contribute in providing decision makers and actors (psychologists, teachers, leaders, etc.) in the field with scientifically proven information regarding this relational dimension. We propose to characterize the relational dimension of this educational response and how it is associated with school performance, developing an investigation based on two constructs: the attachment and the student-teacher relationship. More specifically, it is intended explore the following questions:

	
Are there differences between the internal working model of the ACC students and RE students?



	
What are the differences in the representations of student-teacher relationships between ACC students and RE students?



	
Are the internal working models related to the representations of student-teacher relationships?



	
Are the representations of the student-teacher relationship related to school performance?



	
Are students’ internal working models related to school performance?








2.1. Study Design


To address the aims of the study, a non-experimental, cross-sectional and quantitative approach was developed. It was quantitative as it represented data numerically, and association between variables was determined through correlation [62]. The approach taken was systematic, rigorous, and objective, using statistical methods to analyze the results [63].



The present study was an exploratory descriptive study, since we intended to characterize the relationship between internal working models of attachment, student-teacher relationship, and school performance. In addition, the study presented a transversal character because the evaluation was done in a single moment and was correlational, and since the objectives of the study were to analyze the associations between variables.




2.2. Procedures


The study required: (i) authorization from the Regional Director of Educational Administration, and (ii) authorization from the respective authors for the use of their instruments. After the approval of the local ethical committee (Regional Educational Administration), various informative meetings were held with the schools selected to explain the study aims. The selection of the schools was carried out through non-probabilistic convenience sampling, based on their integrating of the educational curriculum “Alternative Curricular Course” of the 8th grade students, and prior interest in participating in this study. After obtaining the schools’ permission and informed consent from the students’ parents, the instruments were applied during school hours by the first author. Following this, the objectives of the study were explained to the students, as well as the requirements, e.g., the need to be sincere in filling in the questionnaires, the possibility of clarifying any doubts that might arise during their application, and highlighting its voluntary, anonymous, and confidential nature. Finally, the collected data were processed through the SPSS software (version 23).




2.3. Instruments


The research design of the present study was based on the use of three instruments:



I. Socio-demographic questionnaire (completed by the head of education or by the class tutors) that covered information about the students such as age, gender, school performance, type of educational course (RE or ACC), and child protective measures applied in the previous school year. School performance in this study corresponded to the final grade for each subject in the last school term.



II. Inventory on Attachment in Childhood and Adolescence (IACA) (Carvalho, Soares & Baptista, [64]). The IACA is a self- and parental-response questionnaire about a set of behaviours and attachment representations in childhood. In this study, the self-response version was used. The instrument revealed three factors associated with different internal working models: secure attachment, ambivalent attachment, and avoidant attachment.



III. Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) is a self-response instrument, validated for the Portuguese population by Machado and Figueiredo in 2010 [65]. It addressed the perception of the quality of the relationships established between students and their parents, peers and teachers. This study intended to evaluate the quality of student-teacher attachment. The instrument integrated the following factors: “Communication and Affective Proximity”, “Mutual Acceptance and Understanding”, and “Alienation and Rejection”.




2.4. Sample


The sample Table 1 included 8th grade students (year of schooling attended by 38% of students in ACC) in the Autonomous Region of Madeira in the 2017–2018 academic year, divided into two groups:



(1) “ACC” group: all classes of the 8th year of “ACC”, corresponding to 15 classes in 12 schools of Madeira, with a total of 127 students.



(2)”RE “group: 12 classes of the 8th year, one in each school with “ACC”, a total of 178 students.



From each school, an “RE” group and an “ACC” group of 8th graders were included, thereby guaranteeing the homogeneity of the two groups regarding the geographical distribution of the students. The group of students in the RE in each school was randomly selected.



The total sample consisted of 305 students between 12 and 18 years of age (M = 14.14 years) from 12 public schools of the autonomous region of Madeira (Portugal). Of the participants, 160 students (52.5%) were males, which constituted the majority of the sample, and 145 (47.5%) were females.





3. Discussion of the Results


All data were analyzed with the SPSS statistical package (version 23). In this section, we intend to present the results obtained, resulting from the statistical analyzes carried out. For this, the most indicated statistical tests were used in order to respond to the previously mentioned objectives. In this way, we proceed to the descriptive and inferential analysis of the data. To examine the students’ internal working models and representations of student-teacher relationships, we carried out the Mann–Whitney test to compare two independent samples (ACC students and RE students) when the assumption of the normal distribution was not fulfilled (Table 2 and Table 3). The correlation between the internal working models and the student–teacher relationship was determined using Spearman’s correlation coefficient, as we were investigating two interval variables (Table 4 and Table 5). Subsequently, the correlation between the internal working models of attachment and the school performance was determined with the Spearman test, as we were investigating an ordinal variable and an interval variable (Table 6 and Table 7), and the correlation between the representations of the student-teacher relationship with the school performance (Table 7 and Table 8) was determined with the Pearson test.



3.1. Does the Internal Working Model Differ between the Alternative Curricular Course (ACC) Students and Regular Education (RE) Students?


The data obtained, which are summarized in Table 2, indicated a statistically significant difference between students of RE and ACC. The students of the RE (M = 30.69) presented a higher value of secure attachment, compared to the ACC (M = 28.71).




3.2. Does the Representation of Student–Teacher Relationships Differ between ACC Students and RE Students?


The significance of the difference in the perception of the quality of the student–teacher relationship between the two groups was tested using the Mann–Whitney test. According to the data presented in Table 3, there was only one statistically significant difference (p ˂ 0.05), between RE (M = 81.9) and ACC (M = 80.9), regarding the subscale of “Acceptance/Understanding”. In short, the “RE” students (M = 32.66) of our sample presented a higher perception of “Acceptance/Understanding of the teachers’ relationship, compared to the ACC (M = 30.49).




3.3. Are the Internal Working Models Related to the Representations of Student–Teacher Relations?


Table 4 shows the presence of a statistically positive correlation between the secure attachment subscale and quality in the student–teacher relationship in the RE, but not in the ACC group (Table 5). In the RE group (Table 4), the factor “secure attachment” exhibited a significant positive correlation with the factors “Communication and affective Proximity” and “Mutual Acceptance and Understanding”. According to attachment theory, when children have a secure and trusting relationship with caregivers, there is space for open communication [26], and the same can be applied to teachers [66]. Moreover, in the RE, the factor “ambivalent attachment” revealed a negative correlation with the factor “Alienation/Rejection” of teachers, which corroborates the description of the learning triangle conceptualized by Geddes [41]. According to this, ambivalent students are constantly seeking verbal attention in order to protect the relationship with their teachers [28]; when their dialogue and questions are answered by their teachers, this may lead to a perception of lower “alienation/rejection” from teachers. Moreover, RE students with “avoidant attachment” factor presented a negative correlation with the factor “Communication/Proximity “and “Mutual Acceptance/Understanding”. Geddes [41] proposes that avoidant students appear to be independent of their teachers and seek to respond to their own needs because they have not acquired the capacity to trust. That can provide a possible explanation for the result of lower perceived trust and acceptance. Those students are, in the same way, focused on their tasks and are emotionally distant from teachers. This may lead to a devaluation of this type of proximity behaviour, which may possibly justify the perception of a lower withdrawal and rejection [12,41].



Nevertheless, in the ACC group the factor “secure attachment” exhibited a significant positive correlation with the factor “Communication and Affective Proximity”(Table 5), meaning that the more secure the students are, the more they perceive “Communication/Affective Proximity” with the teacher (according to the literature). On the other hand, it was also possible to find out that the factors “ambivalent” and “avoidant” attachment were negatively correlated with the factors “Acceptance/Understanding” and “Alienation/Rejection” from their teachers.



Hypothetically, this may be an indication of a disorganized attachment, characterized by the simultaneous tendencies to get closer to and to move away from the attachment figure. (This is something that should be studied in the future.) According to Geddes [41] and Bombér [14], most of the young people with disorganized attachment may feel misunderstood by teachers, expecting the worst and not believing that there is anyone who can truly care about them [14,41]. This could possibly explain why students of the “ACC” group perceived less “Acceptance/Understanding” from their teachers. Nonetheless, through informal feedback from ACC teachers, there seemed to be a greater sensitivity to the emotional needs of these young people. This directs teachers to seek greater closeness and understanding through their interactions, which may possibly justify the fact that these students perceive less “Alienation/Rejection”.




3.4. Is the Internal Working Model Related to School Performance?


Table 6 reveals something unexpected and which does not conform with the literature: that the internal working models do not correlate with school performance, regarding RE and ACC.



Numerous studies relate the quality of attachment with academic performance [39,67]. These students acquire a more positive self-concept and a sense of security that facilitates the seeking out of new learning experiences, that is, they positively lead to their predisposition to learn, which results in good school performance [68]. To help interpret these results we can offer several hypotheses:



(1) There are numerous variables that were not being accounted for in our study, which may interfere with the school performance, such as personality characteristics [69], existence of a learning disorder [70], and/or other psychopathological conditions [71].



(2) The instrument applied contained sensitivity issues that could have led to an activation of the student attachment system. This may have led the students to answer the questions according to social desirability, or in a random way, in order to evade the issues.



(3) The students adopted false-security—a defense and protection mechanism used by individuals traumatized and suspicious to protect themselves with an image of false security [72]. In this perspective, the ACC students may have tried to convey a more positive image through the instrument.




3.5. Are the Representations of Student–Teacher Relations Related to School Performance?


Finally, we tested if the representations of student–teacher relation was related to school performance. In the RE group (Table 8), a significant correlation was found between school performance and the factor “Acceptance/Understanding “and IPPA total score. In other words, the more secure a student’s relationship with their teacher was, the better their school performance. This was a result consistent with literature [73,74].



Harrison, Clarke, and Ungerer [75] emphasize how students’ perceptions of being accepted or rejected by their teachers influences the way students deal with the school context. For instance, the feeling of being accepted is positively correlated with school success. This may explain the results of the two groups (RE and ACC students, Table 9) that show significant associations between the dimensions “Acceptance/Understanding” and school performance.





4. Conclusions


Since the “Alternative Curricular Course” has been established as an educational measure aimed at promoting the academic success of young people in situations of academic and social risk, leading to early school leaving and associated with interpersonal and behavioural difficulties, it was considered important to deepen research in this area.



Specialized literature has shown an increasing appreciation for aspects that have been less evident in educational contexts, namely the influence of the processes of attachment. Authors such as Siegel [76], Mesquita, Formosinho & Machado [77], or Parker & Levinson [78], point out that this factor may have a major impact on school success. Studies demonstrate that children with secure attachment have higher scores than their insecure peers on communication, cognitive engagement, emotional, social, and behavioural school adjustment, and motivation [39,68]. Attachment theory is a framework that may help to promote psychological and social well-being [26], and is relevant to educational success. On this basis, educators from preschool to higher education can be more effective if they understand how attachment impacts their students’ learning processes [12].



The present study reveals that RE students have higher scores concerning the subscale “secure attachment” compared to students in ACC. These data indicate that insecure attachment can be a risk factor for academic success [79]. Based on the assumption that the construction of new relationships enables the modification of the internal working model [25], it can be argued that the ACC intervention should have the promotion of the quality of student-teacher relationships as its main goal, which in turn promotes a sense of security, and facilitates the learning process [58,80,81].



In this context, teachers and educational staff gain relevance in the adjustment of young people to the school environment [82]. These additional (attachment) figures may become crucial in the lives of these students, and reduce risk situations (such as dropping out of school), especially in young people with insecure attachment representations (as observed in our study with ACC students). Efforts must be made to support teachers in understanding the significant role they can play, and in improving school conditions to foster teacher–students relations, particularly for at-risk students [34,83]. Through sensitive and caring teachers it may be possible to modify the student’s primary insecure internal working models. Promoting corrective attachment experiences and the development of beliefs of self-worth and trust in others [80,81,84] may foster the student’s adjustment.



Additionally, the ACC group (M = 30.49) presented a lower level of perception of “Acceptance/Understanding of the teachers’ relationship” compared to the “RE” students (M = 32.66); in other words, ACC students “feel” less accepted by their teacher. The notion of sense of futility is a dispositional variable that might explain this result and the impact on school engagement. Sense of futility describes the students’ belief that they have no control over their academic achievement and their feelings that the school system is functioning against them [85,86]. Students in contexts of risk (as is the case for ACC students) are more likely to develop a sense of futility, due to the fact that the school community, in general, predicts these students to fail and be less teachable [87,88]. In addition, the perception of being rejected or unaccepted by teachers and class colleagues could reflect the pupil’s awareness of belonging or not belonging to an educational context, as proposed by Finn [3]. The perceived rejection by teachers feeds students’ emotions of self-derogation within their educational contexts, and reflects perceptions about themselves in terms of their accomplishments, self-efficacy, and their capability to form interpersonal attachment with their teachers and the school boards. This negative perception may influence students’ relations with teachers and their participation in school activities [89,90], and is significantly correlated to the pupils’ subsequent dropout/nondropout behavior [91,92]. Some scholars have assumed that alienation, or feelings of social isolation, contribute to the dropout problem [3,93]. We find that ACC students, with lower scores for “secure attachment”, perceive less acceptance. This is in accordance with Arslan’s [94] study, suggesting that when insecure children start school, a perception of being rejected at school may lead to them becoming isolated from the school.



Another notable result in our study is the quality of the teacher–student relationship and its positive influence on school performance. Specifically, the dimension of acceptance and understanding on the part of teachers is associated with better school performance in both ACC and RE. This is in agreement with numerous studies that find rejection (not acceptance) is closely related with low academic achievement or performance in school settings [95,96,97,98].



Taking this into consideration, it is essential in psycho-educational intervention to consider the promotion of social skills (such as acceptance, understanding, and strategies of conflict resolution) in the classroom, and to encourage assertiveness and other aspects (such as frustration management, self-control, and low self-esteem) that may influence the student–teacher relationship. This research also stresses the need for a systemic stance, not concentrating exclusively on students at the remediation level, but working together with families, teachers, health workers, protection commissions, and other agents in the students’ social network.



In addition, psycho-education and teacher consultation through school psychologists can support teachers to establish more attachment-sensitive relationships with their students, establishing the foundation for achieving optimal collaboration [99]. Examples of this kind of intervention include programs that support teachers to reflect on relational difficulties with a child [100], or the PACE model (playfulness-Acceptance-Curiosity-Empathy), which promotes a therapeutic attitude towards others that aims to deepen the attachment relationship, and create acceptance and a sense of safety within a secure base in the classroom [28].



The results of this study provide further evidence that teacher support is vital for school performance and for preventing “dropout”, specifically for at–risk students. The findings confirm the importance of positive student–teacher relationships in contributing to academic success [73,101].



A strength of this study is that it was conducted with students from different educational paths (regular and at-risk). Although this study does not allow generalizations, we are confident that we have contributed to the reflection and enrichment of the topic “internal working models of attachment, student–teacher relationships, and school performance”, regarding the young people included in alternative curricula. Interrupting the “chain” that leads to failure and abandonment presupposes the knowledge of the dialectic that occurs in the conceptual framework of student–teacher relations and the internal working model. With this knowledge, teachers can exercise, with discretion, their mission to facilitate learning-friendly school environments.
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