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Background: Positive student-teacher relationships are fundamental for students’ academic
development and psychological well-being. However, most attachment- and mentalization-based
interventions have primarily focused on early childhood, with limited attention to the critical period
of adolescence. Moreover, these interventions have been predominantly developed in individualistic
Western contexts, raising concerns about their applicability to collectivist cultures such as Iran.
Aims: This study aimed to develop and evaluate the effectiveness of an eight-session intervention
program based on attachment theory and mentalization, developed using the Intervention Mapping
framework, to enhance the quality of student-teacher relationships in junior high schools.

Methods: A quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group and a one-month follow-
up was employed. The study population included all junior high school teachers and students in Yazd
during the 2024-2025 academic year. Five schools were selected from this population, and within
these schools, 32 teachers were chosen using convenience sampling. Subsequently, eight students
were randomly selected from the list of all students taught by each teacher. Teachers were then
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental group participated in an
eight-session, theory-based intervention program targeting improved student-teacher relationships,
designed using the Intervention Mapping approach. Data were collected using the Adapted Student-
Teacher Relationship Scale (Jafarpoor et al., 2025) and the Mentalization Scale (Dimitrijevic et al.,
2018) for teachers, as well as the Perception of Teacher's Support Questionnaire (Benzon et al., 2017)
and the School Belongingness Scale (Brown & Evans, 2002) for students. Data analysis was
conducted using repeated-measures ANOVA in SPSS 25.

Results: The intervention significantly improved the quality of student-teacher relationships
(p< 0.01). Students in the experimental group reported a significant increase in perceived teacher
support (p< 0.01) and sense of school belonging (p< 0.01) compared to the control group. Teachers
also reported significant improvements in mentalization skills (p< 0.01).

Conclusion: Given the demonstrated effectiveness of the attachment and mentalization-based
intervention for enhancing student-teacher relationships in junior high schools, its implementation in
educational settings is recommended to improve relational quality and foster more supportive
learning environments.
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Introduction

Teacher-student relationships are fundamental to
students' academic, emotional, and social
development. Positive interactions foster belonging,
motivation, and well-being, while negative
relationships contribute to disengagement, distress,
and lower achievement (Wang, 2022; Emslander et
al.,, 2023). Given their importance, various
interventions have been designed to enhance these
relationships, often drawing on psychological
theories. Among them, attachment theory and
mentalization-based approaches provide a robust
framework for improving relational dynamics in
educational settings (Manvelian, 2023). Attachment
theory suggests that secure teacher-student
relationships promote emotional security, which
facilitates learning and social  adaptation
(Verschueren & Koomen, 2021; Sge et al., 2023).
Similarly, mentalization—the ability to understand
and interpret one's own and others' mental states—
plays a critical role in fostering supportive
interactions (Valle et al., 2022). Teachers with
stronger mentalizing abilities are better able to attune
to students' emotional and cognitive needs, leading to
improved engagement and stronger classroom
relationships (Chelouche-Dwek & Fonagy, 2024).
Despite their potential, most interventions have
focused on early childhood and were primarily
developed in individualistic Western cultures
(Gregoriadis et al.,, 2021). A significant gap in
research persists regarding interventions tailored to
adolescence—a critical developmental stage—
especially in collectivist cultures such as Iran (Valle
etal., 2022; Schmidt et al., 2023). To address this gap,
the present study develops and evaluates a novel
intervention  grounded in  attachment and
mentalization theories, specifically designed to
enhance adolescent teacher-student relationships.
This research introduces several key innovations:
First, it extends the focus beyond early childhood to
examine the effects of the intervention during
adolescence. Second, by integrating attachment and
mentalization theories, it capitalizes on their
combined strengths to create a comprehensive
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program. Third, it localizes the intervention by
considering the sociocultural and educational
characteristics of Iranian teachers and students.
Finally, by employing an intervention mapping
approach, it ensures a systematic, evidence-based
methodology to optimize effectiveness. This study
investigates whether the intervention improves the
quality of teacher-student relationships, increases
students' perceptions of teacher support, strengthens
school belonging, and enhances teachers'
mentalization skills, ultimately fostering a more
supportive learning environment.

Method

A quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a
control group and a one-month follow-up was
employed. The study population included all junior
high school teachers and students in Yazd during the
2024-2025 academic year. Five schools were
selected from this population, and within these
schools, 32 teachers were chosen using convenience
sampling. These teachers, who voluntarily
participated after being informed about the study,
were randomly assigned to the experimental (n = 16)
and control (n = 16) groups. Subsequently, eight
students were randomly selected from the list of all
students taught by each teacher. Teacher inclusion
criteria required a minimum of five years of teaching
experience and a willingness to participate. Eligible
students were those enrolled in the selected teachers’
classes. Exclusion criteria included teacher absence
from intervention sessions, incomplete assignment
submissions, or student transfer to another school.
Key instruments included the Adapted Student-
Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) for Iranian
adolescents, which evaluates closeness, conflict, and
dependency (Jafarpoor et al., 2025); the "mentalizing
others" subscale of the Mentalizing Scale, a 10-item
instrument measuring teachers’ ability to understand
others' mental states (Dimitrijevi¢ et al., 2018); the
Perception of Teacher Support questionnaire, a 7-
item tool assessing students’ perceptions of teacher
support (Banzon-Librojo et al., 2017); and the School
Belongingness Scale (SBS), a 16-item measure of
students’ sense of school connectedness (Brown &
Evans, 2002). The intervention was developed
following the intervention mapping framework
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outlined, which involves six iterative phases
(Jafarpoor et al.,, 2023). The needs assessment
identified barriers, such as limited teacher awareness
of attachment theory and mentalizing skills, and
facilitators, including teachers' motivation to improve
relationships. Educational psychologists conducted
workshops to  foster  supportive  classroom
environments, enhance student-teacher attachment,
and manage conflicts, all grounded in attachment and
mentalizing theories. Data analysis was performed
using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS 25.

Results

The findings of this study demonstrate significant
improvements in student-teacher relationships
following an attachment- and mentalization-based
intervention. Descriptive data revealed that the mean
age of participating teachers was 38.5 years, while
students had a mean age of 13.6 years. Among the
teachers, 75% were female, with their educational
qualifications distributed as follows: bachelor’s
degrees (56%), master’s degrees (38%) and doctorate
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significant differences between the experimental and
control groups, as presented in Table 1. Regarding
student-teacher relationship quality, the between-
group F value was 45.23 (p< 0.001, n?>= 0.32), while
the between-group F value was 41.12 (p< 0.001,
n?= 0.27). Similar effects were found for teachers'
mentalizing skills, perceived teacher support, and
sense of school belonging, with effect sizes ranging
from 0.24 to 0.35. Assumption tests, including
Levene’s test for homogeneity and Mauchly’s test for
sphericity, confirmed the reliability of these findings.
As detailed in Table 2, Bonferroni pairwise
comparisons showed significant improvements from
pre-test to post-test across all measured variables,
including student-teacher relationship quality (Mean
Difference= 11.28, p= 0.001, d= 0.94) and teacher
mentalizing skills (Mean Difference= 10.53,
p= 0.001, d= 1.01). These gains were sustained at
follow-up, with no significant decreases observed
between post-test and follow-up assessments
(p> 0.58), indicating the long-term effectiveness of
the intervention.

(6%). Repeated measures ANOVA revealed
Table 1. Repeated measures ANOVA results for within-group and between-group effects

; Source of Sum of Mean . )

Dependent Variable Variance Squares df Squares F-value  p-value  Effect Size (%)
- Within-group ~ 2550.34 2 127517 45.23 0.001 0.32
Student-teacher Relationship  poveon’group 11876 1 11876 4112 0.001 0.27
Teacher mentalizing skills Within-group 24058 2 1202.9 58.23 0.001 0.33
9 Between-group  1134.32 1 1134.32 39.5 0.001 0.26
Perceived Teacher Support _\Vithin-group 170041 2 850.2 46.8 0.001 0.31
PP Between-group  900.28 1  900.28 3295  0.001 0.24
Sense of school belongin Within-group  3000.75 2 1500.37 60.14 0.001 0.35
9N Between-group 137564 1 137564 4845  0.001 03

Table 2. Bonferroni pairwise comparisons between experimental and control groups across different time points

Research Variables Score Comparison Di?geeri?]ce p-value 95%|(n:t(:3 ?\tﬁence Effect Size (d)
Pre-test — Post-test 11.28 0.001 [10.25, 12.31] 0.94
Student-teacher Relationship Pre-test — Follow-up 10.96 0.001 [9.95, 11.97] 0.92
Post-test — Follow-up -0.32 0.582 [-1.02, 0.38] 0.05
Pre-test — Post-test 10.53 0.001 [8.84, 12.22] 1.01
Teacher mentalizing skills Pre-test — Follow-up 10.38 0.001 [8.54, 12.22] 0.98
Post-test — Follow-up -0.15 0.86 [-1.02, 0.72] 0.04
Pre-test — Post-test 6.49 0.001 [4.18, 8.80] 0.9
Perceived Teacher Support Pre-test — Follow-up 6.25 0.001 [4.03, 8.47] 0.88
Post-test — Follow-up -0.24 0.601 [-0.95, 1.43] 0.03
Pre-test — Post-test 8.05 0.001 [6.50, 9.60] 1.02
Sense of school belonging Pre-test — Follow-up 7.31 0.001 [5.83, 8.79] 0.98
Post-test — Follow-up -0.74 0.582 [-1.42, 0.06] 0.05
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Conclusion

This study assessed the efficacy of an intervention
program grounded in attachment theory and
mentalization to enhance teacher-student
relationships in junior high schools, employing an
intervention mapping approach. The findings
demonstrated that the intervention significantly
improved these relationships. Teachers in the
experimental group reported substantial
improvements in their interactions with students,
which can be interpreted through the framework of
attachment theory. This theory posits that adolescent
relationships are influenced by attachment patterns
formed through interactions with significant figures,
such as teachers. Secure teacher-student bonds serve
as a "secure base,” fostering emotional security,
reducing anxiety, building trust, and motivating
learning (Verschueren & Koomen, 2021). The
adoption of sensitivity-based strategies by teachers
increases the likelihood of forming secure
attachments, resulting in heightened engagement and
improved relationship quality (Spilt & Koomen,
2022). Mentalization theory, which emphasizes
understanding others' mental states, also played a
pivotal role in the intervention. Teachers with
enhanced mentalization skills are better equipped to
interpret  students' behaviors and underlying
emotional needs. This facilitates more sensitive
responses, improving classroom dynamics and
reducing conflict (\Valle et al., 2022). By focusing on
mentalization, the intervention helped mitigate
misinterpretations of students' behaviors and fostered
greater empathy in teacher-student interactions.
Research indicates that heightened mentalization
abilities contribute to a more positive classroom
environment, increased cooperation, and fewer
interpersonal conflicts (Chelouche-Dwek & Fonagy,
2024). Additionally, the intervention positively
influenced students' perceptions of teacher support.
Students in the experimental group reported higher
levels of support, understanding, and acceptance
compared to those in the control group. This finding
aligns with attachment theory, which conceptualizes
perceived teacher support as a "secure base" that
facilitates emotional regulation and well-being
(Garcia-Rodriguez et al.,, 2023). Furthermore,
mentalization theory suggests that teacher support is
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not only tied to observable behaviors but also to a
teacher's ability to comprehend and respond to
students' emotional and cognitive needs (Chelouche-
Dwek & Fonagy, 2024). Moreover, students in the
experimental group exhibited stronger school
attachment than their counterparts in the control
group. Attachment theory underscores that secure
emotional bonds foster a sense of security and active
participation in environments such as schools
(Verschueren & Koomen, 2021). This sense of
belonging enhances motivation, promotes positive
interactions, and mitigates stress and social
withdrawal (Sge et al., 2023). The study supports the
idea that interventions focused on emotional
sensitivity  and  supportive  teacher-student
relationships can significantly enhance school
attachment. The study's limitations include a small
sample size, limited age and gender diversity, and a
focus on a specific geographic region. Future research
should explore the long-term effects, include more
diverse cultural contexts, and examine the impact on
academic achievement, stress, and teacher burnout.
Policymakers should consider developing guidelines
for implementing such interventions in educational
settings and provide continuous teacher training.
Additionally, further research should investigate the
contextual factors that may moderate the
effectiveness of these interventions.
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I, active listening

2, supportive classroom climate
3. mentalization theory

4, adolescence
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4. school belonging

5. intrinsic motivation
6, academic engagement
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I effectiveness
2 intervention
3. intervention mapping
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5. mentalization scale

6, self-related mentalization (MentS-S)
7. other-related mentalization (MentS-O)
8, motivation to mentalize (MentS-M)
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. adapted student-teacher relationship scale
. closeness

. conflict

. dependency
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2, school belongingness scale (SBS)
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