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Abstract

Adolescent life satisfaction is associated with important affective, behavioural, and
health-related outcomes during both adolescence and later life; therefore, strategies for
promoting adolescent life satisfaction have potential social value. The study reported in this
article examined associations between perceptions of the school climate and reports of bullying,
resilience, and life satisfaction for 6,120 Australian adolescents. The study extended past
research, which has given little attention to either the relationships between these variables or
the relative roles of various school climate sub-constructs. Aspects of the school climate
explained 41% of the variance in adolescents’ resilience, 16% of the variance in bully
victimisation, and 54% of the variance in life satisfaction. Further, resilience was positively
associated with life satisfaction. These results affirm the importance of the psychosocial school
climate as a mechanism for improving adolescent (and life-course) outcomes, strengthening

calls for schools to give greater attention to improving their psychosocial climates.
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Associations between the school climate and student life satisfaction:

Resilience and bullying as mediating factors

Jill M. Aldridge, Katrina McChesney, and Ernest Afari

The gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality
of their education or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry
or the strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity
of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom
nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country; it measures

everything in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.
— Robert F. Kennedy, Remarks at the University of Kansas, March 18, 1968

Although education—and, indeed, life—is often conceptualised in terms of
performative, economic, or outcomes-based measures, Robert Kennedy’s words reflect the
increasingly-acknowledged view that such measures miss much of the human experience. For
both youth and adults, affective or subjective forms of well-being are important determinants of
present and future functioning (Proctor et al. 2009; Suldo et al. 2009). Research methods have
been developed to allow these constructs to be meaningfully assessed (Diener et al. 2013;
Huebner and Gilman, 2014), and, in the past decade, numerous initiatives have been launched to
monitor wellbeing at scale, reflecting global awareness of the importance of such constructs
(see, for example, ACSPRI n.d.; OECD n.d.; UK Office for National Statistics n.d.; United
Nations n.d.). This awareness has also resulted in increased research attention being given to
positive psychology in educational settings (Mok 2018; Seligman et al. 2009).

Although life satisfaction at all stages of life is desirable, adolescent life satisfaction, in
particular, is associated with a number of important affective, behavioural, and health-related

outcomes during both adolescence and later life (Antaramian et al. 2008; Currie et al. 2012;



Hills et al. 2014; Proctor et al. 2009; Suldo et al. 2009). As such, efforts to promote adolescent
life satisfaction may constitute effective social investments through reducing inequity and
improving outcomes over the life course.

Most children and adolescents report high life satisfaction (Australian Psychological
Society 2016; Currie et al. 2012; UK Office for National Statistics 2016); however, a significant
minority do not. For example, a 2016 study in Australia (where the present research took place)
found that 15% of Australian adolescents were unsatisfied with their lives (Australian
Psychological Society 2016). Life satisfaction has been found to decline significantly between
the ages of 11 and 15 (Currie et al. 2012), and some demographic inequities have been observed
(Proctor et al. 2009). As such, there is scope for improvement and deliberate intervention in the

area of adolescent life satisfaction.

Present Study

This article reports on an investigation of the relationships between adolescent life
satisfaction, resilience, experiences of bullying, and school climate. Although a range of factors
(discussed in the next section) are known to influence life satisfaction, these factors vary in
terms of their amenability to change (Hills et al. 2014; Suldo et al. 2009). Given that past
literature suggests that schools may be able to influence school climate, student resilience, and
experiences of bullying, the aim of this study was to use student self-report data to test a
hypothesised conceptual model of the relationships between these variables and students’ life
satisfaction. Our conceptual model is presented later, following a review of relevant literature.

Limited prior research has examined how either bully victimisation or resilience are
associated with adolescent life satisfaction, and no studies (to our knowledge) have investigated
school climate, bully victimisation, resilience, and life satisfaction in combination. Further,
although there is general support for the view that school climate influences adolescent life
satisfaction, the specific aspects of school climate that exert this influence are less well-

understood (Suldo et al. 2008; Suldo et al. 2009). Our study, therefore, extends the existing



literature and has the potential to support educators in identifying effective strategies and

priorities for maximising adolescent life satisfaction and the associated outcomes.

Literature Review

School Climate

For this study, school climate was defined as the attitudes, norms, beliefs, values, and
expectations that underpin school life and affect the extent to which members of the school
community feel safe (Aldridge et al. 2016; Aldridge et al. 2017; Cohen et al. 2009). Our focus
was on the psychosocial, school-level climate (and not, for example, the physical environment
or the classroom-level climate).

The importance of the psychosocial school climate is well-documented. School climate
is associated with a range of academic, social, psychological, and health-related outcomes for
students both during schooling and over the life course (Aldridge and McChesney 2018; Cohen
et al. 2009; Felner et al. 2001). Although climate affects all students, equity issues arise as
negative school climates are disproportionately influential on students from racial or ethnic
minorities (Center for School Health and Education 2011) or low-income families (Hopson and
Lee 2011; see also Felner et al. 2001). Many schools’ climates are far from ideal, partly due to a
lack of teacher awareness of the importance of school climate; Cohen et al. (2009, p. 181) have
described this situation as ‘socially unjust and a violation of children’s human rights’ (see also
Felner et al. 2001).

School climate was operationalised for the present study using six constructs. These
were defined as follows (Aldridge and Ala’i 2013; Aldridge et al. 2017; Riekie et al. 2017):

o Teacher support examined the quality of student-teacher relationships and students’

perceptions that their teachers valued and supported them;

e Peer connectedness examined the quality of inter-student relationships, including

relationships across different groups of students;



e School connectedness examined the degree to which students felt a sense of

attachment, belonging and connectedness to the school;

o Affirming diversity examined the degree of acknowledgement, acceptance,

inclusion, and valuing shown to students of differing backgrounds and experiences;

e Rule clarity examined the extent to which students felt the school rules were clear

and appropriate; and

e Reporting and seeking help examined students’ awareness of school procedures for

reporting issues and their willingness to make use of these.

These dimensions of school climate are supported within the literature. For example, a
recent review by Berkowitz et al. (2017) noted that teacher support, school connectedness, and
school safety (reflected in our constructs of rule clarity and reporting and seeking help) are
‘central components that recur in the majority of definitions and measurements’ of school
climate (p. 7). The same review also recommended that future studies investigate relational trust
and respect for diversity; these correspond to our peer connectedness and affirming diversity

constructs.

Resilience

Resilience is a strengths-based concept that refers to an individual’s ability to thrive,
succeed or bounce back in the face of stress, obstacles or adversity (Benard 1997; Cohen 2013).
Resilient children demonstrate social competence, problem-solving skills, autonomy, and a
sense of purpose and future (Benard 1997, 2004). The emergence of resilience is a normal
developmental response to life events (Masten 2001), and resilience is influenced by a range of
factors including experiences of stress, obstacles, or adversity; coping strategies; circumstances;
and the availability of supportive social capital (Masten et al. 2008; O’Dougherty Wright et al.
2013; Rutter 2006). However, resilience can also be deliberately learned and developed (Benard

and Slade 2009; Cohen 2013, Seligman et al. 2009), supporting its potential role as a lever with



which schools can influence other outcomes (such as life satisfaction) that are more difficult to
influence directly.

Resilience has been found to be a protective factor against a range of negative
outcomes. All youth will encounter risks and adversities at some point, but resilience reduces
youths’ vulnerability in those encounters (Friedli 2009; Goldstein and Brooks 2005). As such,
resilience minimises the ‘negative chain effect’ (Schoon and Bynner 2003, p. 23) that is
otherwise associated with the accumulation of risk factors and adverse experiences (see also
Fergusson and Horwood 2003).

Schools are an important site for efforts to promote resilience among adolescents. Key
protective and promotive factors for resilience that are relevant in school contexts include
positive relationships with caring adults, problem-solving skills, perceived efficacy and
autonomy, motivation to achieve, persistence, self-regulation, positive peer relationships, and
effective teaching (Masten et al. 2008). Further, school climate is non-neutral in relation to
students’ resilience: Whereas positive school climates promote resilience, negative school
climates can constitute a further risk factor jeopardising students’ resilience (Masten et al. 2008;
Reyes et al. 2013). These effects are magnified disproportionately for those students who may
be most at risk, given their accumulation of other risk factors and adverse experiences and the
lack of protective factors in their home or community contexts (Hopson and Lee 2011; Masten
et al. 2008; Reyes et al. 2013). Finally, the amount of time adolescents spend in school makes
schools ideal contexts for the widely advocated primary prevention approach, which aims at
developing resilience in all students rather than focusing only on crisis intervention (Benard and
Slade 2009; Currie et al. 2012; Reyes et al. 2013; Schoon and Bynner 2003; Seligman et al.

2013).

Bullying
For the purpose of this study, bullying was defined as intentional, repeated, negative

behaviour on the part of one or more students, toward one or more other students, in the context



of a real or perceived power imbalance (National Center for Injury Prevention and Control
2014; Olweus 1994). This definition encompasses physical aggression, verbal abuse, relational
behaviours (such as rumour-spreading or social exclusion) and cyber-bullying. Our interest, for
this study, specifically related to the experiences of those who are victims (rather than
perpetrators or bystanders) of bullying.

Bullying remains prevalent among adolescents, although estimates of the prevalence
rates vary greatly, partly due to differing definitions or operationalisations of bullying (Hong
and Espelage 2012; Modecki et al. 2014). Experiences of bullying are associated with negative
outcomes including substance abuse (Hoffman et al. 2016; Mitchell et al. 2007; Turner 2013);
involvement in violence and crime (Aldridge et al. 2017; Hoffman et al. 2016; Mitchell et al.
2007; National Center for Injury Prevention and Control 2014; Turner 2013); and reduced
mental health and subjective wellbeing (Mitchell et al. 2007; National Center for Injury
Prevention and Control 2014).

Given that most youth bullying occurs within schools (Kasen et al. 2004), much
research has examined the relationship between school climate and bullying. Overall, school
climate is negatively associated with the prevalence of bullying (Wang et al. 2013). Specific
aspects of school climate that have been found to reduce bullying rates include: supportive peer
relationships (Demaray and Malecki 2003; Li et al. 2011; Turner et al. 2014); supportive
relationships with teachers (Demaray and Malecki 2003; Li et al. 2011; Olweus 1994); school
connectedness and engagement (Li et al. 2011; Turner et al. 2014); clear boundaries and
consequences for unacceptable behaviour (Olweus 1994); and school-wide normative beliefs
regarding bullying (Gendron et al. 2011). Further, the school climate may influence students’
resilience and response to bullying (Eliot et al. 2010). Together, these findings point to the
importance of modifying school climate as a means of preventing or minimising bullying

(Wang et al. 2013).



Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction relates to a person’s cognitive satisfaction or contentment with their
quality of life (Aldridge et al., 2016; Hills et al. 2014; Suldo et al. 2008). Life satisfaction can be
examined both globally (across all areas of a person’s life) and for specific domains (for
example, satisfaction with one’s relationships or employment; see Huebner and Gilman 2014;
Suldo et al. 2008). Global, rather than domain-specific, life satisfaction was examined in this
study.

A range of factors have been shown to contribute to adolescent life satisfaction
(Huebner et al. 2004; Huebner et al. 2012; Proctor et al. 2009). Of these, personality traits,
dispositions, and cognitive attributes (such as self-esteem or internal locus of control) are, to a
large extent, innate. Many environmental factors and life experiences that affect adolescent life
satisfaction (such as family conflicts, parenting styles, parental divorce, accidental injury, or
loss of loved ones) are, likewise, difficult to influence (Hills et al. 2014). On the other hand,
some environmental influences can be more easily modified, and adolescent life satisfaction has
been shown to be sensitive to such interventions (Huebner et al. 2012).

One such environmental factor that may be ‘amenable to change’ (Suldo et al. 2009, p.
31) for the purpose of promoting adolescent life satisfaction is school climate. Existing research
suggests that adolescents’ global life satisfaction may be influenced by several aspects of school
climate, including: peer relationships (Suldo et al. 2013); student-teacher relationships and
support (Suldo et al. 2008; Suldo et al. 2013); school connectedness or attachment (Suldo et al.
2008; You et al. 2008); and schoolwide order and discipline (Suldo et al. 2013).

Experiences of bully victimisation may also (negatively) affect adolescents’ life
satisfaction; these experiences may be prevented or minimised through deliberate interventions
at the school level. However, only two studies were able to be located that had previously
explored this possibility. In a longitudinal study, Martin et al. (2008) found evidence to suggest
that there may be bidirectional relationships between bully victimisation and life satisfaction

and called for future research to further clarify this interaction. In a cross-sectional, multigroup



analysis, You et al. (2008) found that the association between school connectedness and life
satisfaction was statistically significant only for those students who had not been victims of
bullying, suggesting that experiences of bully victimisation mediated the effect of school
connectedness on life satisfaction.

Resilience, on the other hand, may protect students’ life satisfaction, given that
resilience reduces people’s vulnerability to the negative outcomes that might otherwise result
from adverse experiences (Goldstein and Brooks, 2005). Whereas some previous studies have
suggested that life satisfaction is itself a resilience-like mediator against the negative outcomes
associated with adverse experiences (McKnight et al. 2002; Suldo and Huebner, 2004), we
chose to treat resilience and life satisfaction as distinct constructs, hypothesising that resilience
would moderate the effects of negative experiences (specifically, a negative school climate) on

life satisfaction.

Contribution of the Present Study

Overall, the existing literature suggests that there are important associations between
school climate, resilience, bully victimisation, and life satisfaction for adolescents. However,
our understanding of how these constructs interact in combination needs further refinement. For
example, although the bivariate associations between positive school climates and resilience are
well documented (Masten et al. 2008), it is not yet known whether resilience can moderate the
impact of negative school climates on adolescent life satisfaction. Likewise, the potential role of
bully victimisation in mediating the relationship between school climate and life satisfaction
warrants further examination.

This study, therefore, progresses the field through our examination of the
interrelationships between school climate, resilience, bully victimisation and life satisfaction.
Further, our comprehensive operationalisation of school climate using six distinct sub-
constructs affords in-depth examination of the roles of particular aspects of the school climate,

allowing for the identification of priority areas to guide school improvement efforts.
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Research Methods

Conceptual Model

A conceptual model (shown in Figure 1) was developed based on the review of research
reported above. Our model incorporated six elements of school climate (defined in the next
section); we hypothesised that some or all of these elements would be associated with life
satisfaction both indirectly and directly:

Hypothesis 1. Students’ perceptions of the school climate will be positively related to self-
reports of resilience.

Hypothesis 2. Students’ perceptions of the school climate will be negatively related to self-
reports of bully victimisation.

Hypothesis 3. Students’ perceptions of the school climate will be positively related to self-
reports of life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4. The relationship between students’ perceptions of the school climate and their
life satisfaction will be mediated by their sense of resilience and experiences of

bullying victimisation.

Figure 1 about here

Participants

Participants for the present study were students from 17 co-educational high schools
(n=8 public and n=9 private) located in the metropolitan areas of Adelaide and Perth (the
capitals of South Australia and Western Australia, respectively). Although this sample was not
random, the schools varied in terms of enrolment size (ranging from 454 students to 1,353
students) and in terms of socio-economic status (based on the government-provided Index of
Community Socio-Educational Advantage scores retrieved from www.myschool.edu.au).

At each school, all of the students who were present during data collection were invited
to participate. The response rate was 76.2%, providing a sample of 6,120 students from years 7

to 12. When gender, birthplace, and first language statistics for this sample were compared to
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those for the Australian population (as reported in Table 1), the sample was considered to be

generally representative of the population.

Table 1 about here

Instruments and Measures

This section describes the instruments and measures used in the study. Full details of
the items in each instrument are available from the first author upon request.

School climate. A modified version of the What’s Happening in this School? (WHITS)
questionnaire was used to capture students’ perceptions of the school climate. The WHITS,
developed in Australia by Aldridge and Ala’i (2013), examines six aspects of school climate
(teacher support, peer connectedness, school connectedness, affirming diversity, rule clarity,
and reporting and seeking help) and has been reported to have satisfactory reliability and
validity in two previous studies (Aldridge et al. 2016; Riekie et al. 2017). To provide a more
economical version of the survey, we removed the two items from each scale that contributed
the least information. Decisions about which items to remove were based on the factor loadings
obtained in a previous study (Aldridge & Ala’i 2013). The modified version involved 36 items
(six items in each of the six original scales), which were responded to using a five-point
frequency-response scale: almost never, rarely, sometimes, often, and almost always.

Resilience. To assess students’ self-reports of resilience, we used a modified version of
a scale that was originally developed by Wagnild and Young (1993). The modified measure
used in our study was shown to have satisfactory psychometric properties in two previous
studies (Aldridge et al. 2016; Riekie et al. 2017). This resilience scale examined underlying
concepts such as perseverance, meaningfulness, and self-reliance and included items such as ‘I
come through difficult times with little trouble.” The items used the same five-point frequency-

response format as for the WHITS.
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Bully victimisation. To examine students’ self-reports of bully victimisation, a scale was
modified from a survey developed by Bandyopadhyay et al. (2009). The version used in our
study comprised six items that assessed the extent to which students felt that they had been
victims of bullying behaviour (physical, emotional, or social). Students provided a retrospective
self-report of bullying episodes that they had experienced over the past three weeks, with a five-
point frequency-response format: never, once, twice, three times, and four or more times. The
scale included items examining physical, verbal, and written forms of bullying (for example, ‘I
have experienced verbal bullying’); as such, the overall result was an index of bullying
experience.

Life satisfaction. To measure life satisfaction, we used a modified version of the
Satisfaction with Life scale (Diener et al. 2013). The modified scale, which was reported to have
satisfactory reliability in two prior studies (Aldridge et al. 2016; Riekie et al. 2017), involved
six items that provided an indication of students’ satisfaction with their life over the past three
weeks (such as ‘I would change nothing about my life’ and ‘I have been satisfied with my life’).
The life satisfaction scale used the same five-point frequency-response format as for the

WHITS.

Data Analysis
This section summarises the steps involved in the data analysis for this study. Further
information, including the specific criteria used for each statistical measure, is provided in Table

2. All analyses were conducted using AMOS version 22 software.

Table 2 about here

To examine the suitability of the data for structural equation modelling (SEM) analysis,
the skewness and kurtosis of the data were examined. The skewness index ranged from —0.33 to

—1.12, which was acceptable, but the kurtosis index ranged from —30 to —1.42, indicating that
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the individual items did not meet the requirement of univariate normality (Kline 2011). Given
that the maximum likelihood-based chi-squared can be inflated with non-normal data (Curran et
al.1996), AMOS 22’s Bollen-Stine bootstrap (Bollen and Stine 1993) with a 1000-bootstrap
sample was used to address issues of non-normality. The Mardia’s coefficient was 484.35,
which, as recommended by Raykov and Marcoulides (2008), was less than p (p + 2), where p is
the total number of observed indicators (for our data, p = 54). This result indicated that the data
satisfied the requirement of multivariate normality and was, therefore, fit to be analysed using
structural equation modelling (with the use of bootstrapping to account for the non-normal
kurtosis).

Confirmatory factor analysis was then conducted to provide support for the reliability
and validity of the proposed model. The item reliabilities and the composite reliability (CR) of
each construct were examined; the CR is similar to Cronbach’s alpha except that it takes into
account the actual factor loadings rather than assuming that each item is equally weighted in the
composite-load determination. We used the average variance extracted (AVE) for each
construct to examine the convergent validity of the measurement model, and we used the square
root of the AVE for each construct to examine the model’s discriminant validity.

To test the research hypotheses, the fit of the proposed SEM model (based on the
conceptual model shown in Figure 1) was examined. Given that the chi-square goodness of fit
test is sensitive to sample size, the model fit was determined using the chi-squared/degrees of
freedom ratio (y*/df), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), incremental fit index (IFI), comparative fit
index (CFI), adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI), root mean square error of approximations
(RMSEA), and standardised root mean squared residual (SRMR). Table 2 specifies the criteria
used for these statistical measures. The explanatory power of the proposed model was examined
using the coefficient of determination (R?) for each outcome variable. Finally, to examine the
magnitude and statistical significance of the relationships in the model, path coefficients and p

values were calculated.
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Results and Discussion

Evaluation of the Structural Equation Model

Confirmatory factor analysis was used to provide support for the reliability of the
structural model in terms of convergent and discriminant validity. The full factor analysis
results are available from the first author on request. The standardised factor loadings ranged
from .61 to .91, and, as shown in Table 3, the composite reliabilities ranged from .86 to .93.
These results demonstrated convergent validity at the item and construct levels. The AVE
values (also shown in Table 3) ranged from .50 to .68, demonstrating convergent validity at the
model level. Further, for all constructs, the square root of the AVE (also reported in Table 3)

met the criterion for divergent validity.

Table 3 about here

In terms of the model fit, the Bollen-Stine p-value for the overall model fit was .001,
and the mean chi-squared value was 1717.37 (1325 degrees of freedom). Overall, the model fit
was acceptable (y*/df=1.30; TLI=.96; IFI=.96; CFI=.96; GFI=.93; AGFI=.93; RMSEA=.034;
SRMR=.036).

In terms of the explanatory power of the research model, the coefficients of
determination (R?) for the three outcome variables, reported in Table 4, indicated that the model
explained acceptable proportions of the variance in the resilience, bully victimisation, and life

satisfaction data.

Table 3 about here

Table 4 about here
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Having determined that the model fit was acceptable, the statistically significant
relationships between the constructs in the model (using the bootstrap results) were examined.
Of the 20 possible relationships, 13 were statistically significant (p<.05), as shown in Figure 2.
These findings are detailed and discussed below in relation to the four hypotheses that framed

the study.

Figure 2 about here

Hypothesis 1—Relationships between School Climate and Resilience

The school climate explained 41% of the variance in student resilience. Four aspects of
school climate were statistically significantly and positively related to students’ sense of
resilience: peer connectedness (5=0.19, p<.001), school connectedness (5=0.27, p<.001), rule
clarity (=0.15, p<.001), and reporting and seeking help ($=0.12, p<.001).

These findings suggest that the more positively that students perceive these aspects of
the school climate, the more resilient the students report themselves to be. This supports past
research, which has indicated that higher levels of resilience are associated with students’
experiences of strong and positive peer relationships (Riekie et al. 2017); a sense of belonging
and being valued by the school (Aldridge et al. 2016; Riekie et al. 2017); and schools that have

clear rules and expectations (Benard 2004; Riekie et al. 2017).

Hypothesis 2—Relationships between School Climate and Bully Victimisation

The school climate explained 16% of the variance in bully victimisation. Students who
perceived more teacher support (5=—0.06, p<.01), school connectedness (f=—0.42, p<.001), and
rule clarity (#=—0.05, p<.05) reported less bully victimisation; the stronger effect (indicated by

the larger absolute beta value) for school connectedness is particularly noteworthy. On the other
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hand, students who reported more affirming diversity (5=0.05, p<.05) and reporting and seeking
help ($=0.06, p<.01) reported slightly more bully victimisation.

The negative relationships between three of the school climate scales (teacher support,
school connectedness, and rule clarity) and bully victimisation support existing literature, which
has highlighted the relationships between such environmental factors and the prevalence of
bullying (Demaray and Malecki 2003; Li et al. 2011; Olweus 1994; Turner et al. 2014; Wang et
al. 2013). Our results suggest that schools may be able to reduce the prevalence of bullying by
enhancing students’ sense of belonging and support at school as well as the clarity of school
rules and expectations. Given that a wide range of programmes have been developed to target
bullying within schools, our findings might be incorporated to enhance the efficacy of such
programmes.

On the other hand, the results related to two of the school climate scales, affirming
diversity and reporting and seeking help, were unexpected. Positive student perceptions of these
aspects of the school climate were associated with small increases in bully victimisation,
whereas past research suggests that more positive student perceptions in the areas of affirming
diversity (Hatzenbuehler and Keyes 2013; Norwich and Kelly 2004) and the mechanisms for
reporting and seeking help (Bandyopadhyay et al. 2009; Gregory et al. 2010) should be
associated with decreased levels of bullying. One possible explanation for our findings in these
areas may involve superficial efforts by schools to improve either students’ attitude to diversity
or their awareness of mechanisms for reporting and seeking help. Although such efforts may
indeed lead to students reporting positive scores for these aspects of the school climate, the lack
of meaningful changes in school-wide normative beliefs about diversity (Aldridge et al. 2016)
or bullying (Gendron et al. 2011) or students’ expectations of staff members’ reactions when
issues are reported (Eliot et al. 2010) may make such efforts ineffective at reducing bullying

behaviour.
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Hypothesis 3—Relationships between School Climate and Life Satisfaction

The school climate explained 54% of the variance in life satisfaction, suggesting that
school climate has an important association with this aspect of youth wellbeing. Of the six
school climate scales, three—school connectedness (#=0.37, p<.001), affirming diversity
($=0.08, p<.001), and reporting and seeking help (5=0.05, p<.01)—were positively and
statistically significantly related to life satisfaction. As was the case for bully victimisation, the
effect for school connectedness was particularly strong. Overall, these findings support past
research, which has indicated that students’ life satisfaction is positively associated with their
perceptions of school connectedness (Suldo et al. 2008; You et al. 2008) and schoolwide order
and discipline (to which the mechanisms for reporting and seeking help contribute; Suldo et al.,
2013). It was surprising, however that the two scales related to relationships (teacher support
and peer connectedness) did not have statistically significant associations with life satisfaction
in our study, despite past research indicating that interpersonal relationships are important for

adolescents’ life satisfaction (Suldo et al. 2008; Suldo et al. 2013).

Hypothesis 4—Relationships between Life Satisfaction and Students’ Resilience and
Experiences of Bullying

Of the two possible direct relationships between the outcome variables, only one (that
between resilience and life satisfaction) was statistically significant (5=0.36, p<.001). As such,
students who reported more resilience were more likely to report satisfaction with life. Although
bully victimisation was (as expected) negatively associated with life satisfaction (f=-0.02), this
relationship was small in magnitude and not statistically significant.

Our finding that bully victimisation was not statistically significantly related to life
satisfaction was unexpected. Although the interrelationship between bullying victimisation and
resilience was not examined in this study, it is possible that resilience acted as a buffer between

the effects of bullying and life satisfaction. Alternatively, other factors such as aspects of the
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students’ home and family environments may have been more important than experiences of
bullying in determining adolescents’ life satisfaction (Antaramian et al. 2008; Hills et al. 2014).
We also examined whether the school climate scales affected life satisfaction indirectly
(that is, through a mediating variable). The simultaneous direct and indirect effects of the school
climate scales on life satisfaction, reported in Table 5, indicated that there were statistically
significant indirect effects for school connectedness (p<.001), affirming diversity (p<.001), and
reporting and seeking help (p<.01), with school connectedness having a particularly strong
relationship with life satisfaction. As such, our results indicate that the school climate is
associated with students’ life satisfaction both directly and indirectly through the mediating

influence of resilience.

Table 5 about here

Educational Implications
Given the existing evidence that many schools’ climates do not reflect optimal
psychosocial characteristics (Cohen et al. 2009; Felner et al. 2001), our findings add further
weight to the call for schools to give increased attention to improving their climates. This

section highlights key implications of our study for school-based practitioners.

Promoting School Connectedness

Of the six aspects of school climate that were included in this study, school
connectedness had the strongest effect on all three outcomes (resilience, bullying, and life
satisfaction; see Table 5). Given this finding, it is of particular importance for schools to
actively pursue ways to promote school connectedness.

Based on reviews of research and the opinions of experts, resources have been

developed that provide practical guidance for schools in this regard. For example, the US
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2009) have detailed practical steps to promote
school connectedness through attending to school decision-making processes; opportunities for
family involvement in schooling; students’ social, emotional, and academic skills for success;
classroom environments; teacher professional development; and relationships. Likewise, the
Australian government’s Mind Matters professional development programme provides practical
guidance for strengthening school connectedness in terms of relationships, belonging, inclusion,
and active participation (Mind Matters, n.d.). Finally, Allen et al. (2016) have provided a
comprehensive socio-ecological framework and identified evidence-based practices that schools

can use to promote school connectedness at individual, peer, teacher, and school-wide levels.

Reducing Bullying Behaviour

Our results showed that school connectedness, teacher support, and rule clarity were
associated with reduced rates of bully victimisation. The previous section discussed improving
school connectedness; this section, therefore, considers how schools might enhance teacher
support and rule clarity.

To increase teacher support, schools could seek to raise teachers’ awareness of the
importance of this affective domain and consider how school operations afford opportunities for
teachers to build relationships with students (particularly in high schools, where students move
from teacher to teacher during the day; Orpinas and Horne 2009). Further, in the area of
bullying specifically, schools could consider the need to challenge and change school-wide
normative beliefs about what ‘counts’ as bullying and whether bullying is acceptable or
‘normal’ (Orpinas and Horne 2009; Yoon and Bauman 2014). Finally, given that past research
has indicated that, when bullying occurs, many teachers are either unsure of how to respond or
overestimate the efficacy of their responses (Crothers and Kolbert 2004), it is important for
schools to facilitate teacher development in these areas.

In terms of improving rule clarity, schools could consider how they can: gain consensus

on rules; effectively communicate the norms for behaviours across all members of the school
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community; consistently enforce rules; and reinforce desired behaviours (Gottfredson and
Gottfredson 2001; Gregory and Cornell 2009; Olweus 1994). Importantly, schools should also
consider whether they may be operating under an individual-deficit theory of problem behaviour
causation, in which blame is placed entirely upon the individual student involved (Gottfredson
and Gottfredson 2001); research suggests that, instead, schools should seek to operate within a
theory that acknowledges environmental influences (including home and family influences, as
well as the school climate) on student behaviour (Gottfredson et al. 2005). Finally, schools
might consider restorative justice approaches, which emphasise offenders understanding the
impact that their behaviour has on others (rather than imposing punishment on the offender;
Hopkins 2002). With their focus on ‘bad behaviour’ rather than ‘bad people’, restorative justice

approaches promote both the support and structure domains of school climate.

Balancing Support and Structure for a Healthy School Climate

Overall, our findings affirm past work that has emphasised that positive school climates
require a balance of support and structure (Cornell and Huang 2016; Gregory and Cornell 2009;
Gregory et al. 2010). For example, in our study, of the four aspects of school climate that were
statistically significantly related to resilience, two (peer connectedness and school
connectedness) involved adolescents’ internal sense of belonging and being in relationships
with others—support—whereas the other two (rule clarity and reporting and seeking help)
related to mechanisms in the school that promote a safe and orderly environment—structure.
Similarly, aspects of both support and structure were significantly associated with both
improved life satisfaction and reduced bullying.

Although the calls to balance support and structure in healthy school climates are not
new, there can be a tendency for schools to focus on aspects related to discipline and structure at
the expense of promoting support-related psychosocial characteristics of the environment
(Gottfredson and Gottfredson 2001; Gregory and Cornell 2009; Gregory et al. 2010). As such,

our findings emphasise the need for educators and school leaders to more deliberately enhance
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the psychosocial nature of the school climate through attending to the levels of support available
in terms of peer connectedness, teacher support, and school connectedness. Using
questionnaires that capture students’ perceptions of the current school climate (such as the
WHITS questionnaire used in the present study; Aldridge & Ala’i 2013) may be a productive

starting point for schools in this effort.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

As with any research, our study is not without limitations. First, our sample came from
particular geographic locations; care should be taken when generalising our findings to
locations outside the metropolitan areas of Adelaide and Perth.

Although the use of self-report data is well-supported as a valid and reliable means for
examining learning environments (Fraser 2012) and affective student outcomes (Seligman et al.
2009; Suldo et al. 2009), the non-response rate for this study (23.8%) raises the possibility that
the results reported in this article may not reflect the experiences of all students. We note,
however, that the response rate achieved in this study exceeds those reported elsewhere as being
typical in both educational (Nulty 2008) and other (Morton et al 2012; Pace et al. 2012) fields.

The use of bootstrapping to address non-normal data relies on the assumption that the
sample is representative of the associated population (Kline 2011). Our large sample size, the
relatively high response rate, and the demographic similarity of our sample to the wider
Australian population (see Table 1) support the validity of our use of bootstrapping; however,
we acknowledge that it is possible that our sample differs from the population of Australian
high school students in other unobserved ways.

In terms of the constructs and relationships examined, we note that constructs such as
school climate, resilience, and life satisfaction can be defined in a range of ways (see, for
example, Cohen et al. 2009; Kaplan 2013; Reyes et al. 2013; Rutter 2006; Wang and Degol

2016). To mitigate potential misinterpretation of our findings, we have taken care to clarify how
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we defined and measured each construct; future users of this research should attend to these
clarifications carefully.

Our study was informed by an a priori conceptual framework, which was developed
based on past research and theorising, and the SEM analysis tested the relationships in the
directions indicated within this framework. It is important to acknowledge that the directions
could, in fact, be different and that SEM can only demonstrate that a certain model fits data—
but not that the model is, in fact, the true model of the phenomena being examined (Kline
2011). Past research related to the constructs examined in our study has suggested that some
relationships may even be recursive or bidirectional (Kasen et al. 2004; Martin et al. 2008;
Suldo et al. 2009). Future longitudinal studies and evaluations of school interventions could
shed further light on the directionality of these relationships.

The two unexpected findings in our study also warrant further research. First, it was
surprising that both affirming diversity and the mechanisms for reporting and seeking help were
associated with increased bullying. Future research should investigate how schools can improve
these aspects of their school climate without generating unintended negative consequences such
as an increase in bullying. Second, it was unexpected that experiences of bullying were not
significantly associated with life satisfaction. This may have been due to students’ resilience
buffering the effect of bully victimisation on life satisfaction; this possibility should be
examined in further studies that might involve a mixed methods approach (see for example,

McChesney and Aldridge, 2019).

Conclusion
The study reported in this article extended past research by examining not only the
relationships between the school climate and resilience, bully victimisation, and life satisfaction,
but also whether resilience or bully victimisation mediated the relationship between the school
climate and life satisfaction. Further, our study provided a detailed examination of the ways in

which six distinct sub-constructs of school climate related to each of resilience, bully
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victimisation, and life satisfaction, particularly highlighting the importance of school
connectedness. Given that ‘school climate is malleable and can serve as a target for
intervention” (Wang and Degol 2016, p. 317), understanding how specific aspects of school
climate are linked to student outcomes has the potential to inform focused and strategic efforts
by school-based practitioners.

Overall, the associations that were observed in our study support the importance of an
ecological perspective on adolescent development—that is, a perspective that acknowledges that
social and environmental factors have powerful influences on adolescents and their behaviour.
As such, it is critical for educators to be attentive to the psychosocial climate within schools,
recognising areas where this climate could be improved and then, through targeted improvement
efforts, harnessing the influence of these environmental factors to achieve gains in other areas.
Specifically, our study indicates that through deliberate efforts to improve key aspects of the
school climate, schools may be able to decrease the prevalence of bullying and enhance

students’ resilience and life satisfaction.
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Table 1 Demographic breakdown of the study sample compared to the Australian population

Demographic variable Study sample Australian population
Gender
Male 41.2% 49.7%
Female 53.8% 50.3%
No response 5.0% -
Birthplace
Australia 79.6% 71.5%
Overseas 20.4% 28.5%

First language / Language spoken at home™*

English 83.2% 76.7%
Other 16.8% 18.3%
No response - 5.0%

Study sample N = 6,120.
Source for Australian population statistics: www.abs.govt.au

* QOur survey asked students to identify their first language, whereas the Australian census collects data on the
primary language spoken at home. For most people, however, the primary language spoken at home is likely to be
their first language; as such, this data is still useful for providing a general indication of the representativeness of
the study sample compared to the Australian population.
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Table 2 Criteria for the SEM model

Statistic Feature examined

Criterion

Source of criterion

Determining the suitability of the data for SEM analysis:
Skewness Symmetry
Kurtosis Extreme values

Mardia’s coefficient Multivariate normality

Absolute value less than 3.0
Absolute value less than 10.0

Lessthan p (p +2)

Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)

Raykov and Marcoulides (2008)

Examining the reliability and validity of the measurement model:

Standardised factor loadings Item reliability

Composite reliability (CR) Construct reliability
Average variance extracted (AVE) Convergent validity

Square root of AVE Discriminant validity

Greater than .70
Minimum value of .70

Minimum value of .50

Greater than the correlations between the construct
being examined and all of the other constructs

Hair, Black, Babin, and Anderson
(2010)

Nunnally and Bernstein (1994)
Fornell and Larker (1981)

Fornell and Larker (1981)

Evaluating the model fit:

Chi-squared / degrees of freedom (x%/df) Absolute fit
Goodness of fit index (GFI) Absolute fit

Adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) Absolute fit
Standardised root mean squared residual (SRMR) Absolute fit

Tucker Lewis index (TLI) Relative fit

Incremental fit index (IFI) Relative fit
Comparative fit index (CFI) Non-centrality based fit

Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) Non-centrality based fit

Less than 3
Equal to or greater than .90
Equal to or greater than .90
Less than .08
Equal to or greater than .90
Equal to or greater than .90
Equal to or greater than .90

Less than .05

Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)
Kline (2011)

Evaluating the explanatory power of the model:

Coefficient of determination (R?) Explanatory power

Greater than .10

Falk and Miller (1992)
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Table 3

Composite reliability, average variance extracted, inter-construct correlations, and square roots of average variance extracted

C it Average
Construct OMPOSIEyariance TS PC sC AD RC RSH B R LS
reliability
extracted
Teacher support (TS) 91 .64 (.80)
Peer connectedness (PC) .87 54 38%* (.73)
School connectedness (SC) 93 .68 L62%% 62%* (.82)
Affirming diversity (AD) .86 .50 54%% 307%* S52%* (.71)
Rule clarity (RC) .90 .60 57 36%* 59%:* 50%:* 77)
Reporting & seeking help (RSH) .88 .56 56%* .397%* 53%* 52%%* .63%* (75)
Bully victimisation (BV) 91 .64 =20 —24 %% —.33%* —.15%%* —.18%* —.15%* (.80)
Resilience (R) 92 .65 43k A46%* 57 .393%* A7 4 5% —17%* (.81)
Life satisfaction (LS) 91 .64 40%* 42%* STH* 38%* A1%* .397%* —.20%* 53 (.80)
**p <0.01
(TP
Composite reliability: ST

Average variance extracted:

__ir
T A2 +3(1-27)

The bold elements in the main diagonal are the square roots of the average variance extracted.
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Table 4 Coefficients of determination (R2) for the outcome variables

Outcome variable Coefficient of determination (R?)
Resilience 41
Bully victimisation .16
Life satisfaction 54
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Table 5 Standardised direct, indirect, and total effects of school climate on life satisfaction

School climate scale

Effects on life satisfaction

Direct Indirect Total
Teacher support .01 .01 .02
Peer connectedness .02 .07 .09
School connectedness 37 0% AT
Affirming diversity .08 #H* O #H* L09#H*
Rule clarity -.02 .05 -.03
Reporting and seeking help .05%* .04 .09%*

w=Ep < 001; #*p < 01
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