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Chapter 1
Introduction: How Teens Feel About School
and Why We Should Care

Brian Johnson: ~ I’m in the physics club too.

John Bender: Excuse me a sec. What are you babbling about?
Brian Johnson:  Well, what I had said was I’m in the math club, uh, the Latin,
and the physics club.

John Bender: Hey, Cherry. Do you belong to the physics club?

Claire Standish: That’s an academic club.

John Bender: So?

Claire Standish: So academic clubs aren’t the same as other kinds of clubs.

John Bender: Ah ... but to dorks like him, they are. What do you guys do in

your club?

Brian Johnson: ~ Well, in physics we ... we talk about physics, properties of
physics.

John Bender: So it’s sorta social, demented and sad, but social. Right?

The Breakfast Club, 1985

In the classic movie, The Breakfast Club, this dialog among three adolescents is
reflective of how teenagers often regard school and academics. In this example,
Brian, clearly in the minority because he enjoys the physics club, is referred to as
“adork.” His schoolmate further goes on to characterize such clubs as, “demented and
sad, but social ...” Though a fictitious satire, the film reflects the unfortunate reality
of how teenagers often regard school and students who are enthusiastic members of
learning. This scorn and ridicule directed at Brian illustrates how students who
value school are often subject to criticism and low social status; a claim which has
been supported in the literature (Staff & Kraeger, 2008).

Curiously, research has demonstrated that negativity toward school is not the norm
when children first begin school in their elementary years (Archambault, Janosz,
Morizot, & Pagani, 2009). When compared to middle and high school students, ele-
mentary students have been found to express more positive feelings regarding school.

M. Stern, Evaluating and Promoting Positive School Attitude in Adolescents, 1
SpringerBriefs in School Psychology, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-3427-6_1,
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2 1 Introduction: How Teens Feel About School and Why We Should Care

Similar research has shown that elementary students (when compared to middle
school and high school students) show more interest in school tasks, and report more
value and usefulness of the tasks they are asked to do (Wigfield et al., 1997).

However, coinciding with the beginning of adolescence (roughly age 11 and 12)
children experience a decrease in their perceived level of competence (Wigfield
etal., 1997). Unlike earlier years in elementary school in which children report high
feelings of competence, preadolescents report less confidence in their abilities.
More centrally, it is these declines in self-appraisal that are associated with simulta-
neous decreases in how useful the tasks are perceived to be to the student (Wigfield
etal., 1997). These declines are important when we consider that both sense of self-
competence and perceived usefulness are linked to levels of task enjoyment and
attitude in high school. Furthermore, feeling competent at a given task and regard-
ing the task as useful and relevant are important predictors of future performance of
the task (Eccles, 1993).

A decrease in positive attitude toward school is such that by high school, more
than one third of teenagers show a loss of engagement and enthusiasm in school,
including less persistence in academic demands and less compliance with rules
(Entwisle, Alexander & Olson, 2005). It has been found that high school students
often report that school seems meaningless and that working hard has little rele-
vance to their future (Rosenbaum, 2001). This research suggests that a failure to see
the connection between academic success and one’s status as an adult is often at the
core of students’ negative attitudes (Stinchcombe, 1964). The decision to drop out
of school is perhaps the ultimate manifestation of this loss of engagement which,
Archambault et al. (2009) aptly describes as, “the absolute sign of a misfit between
student needs and expectations and school demands and benefits” (p. 7).

Loss of Interest in School: A Predictor of School Dropout
and Maladaptive Outcomes

Beyond relevant family, school, and demographic characteristics, negative attitude
and loss of engagement in high school is linked to dropping out of school
(Archambault et al., 2009). The decision to separate from school, perhaps the most
serious academic outcome of school negativity, is associated with a variety of bad
outcomes, including poorer mental health in adulthood and decreased earning poten-
tial over one’s life time (Card, 1999). Those who drop out of school experience less
stability at home and at work (Coley, 1995). In general, research suggests that poorly
educated people [are more likely to experience chronic diseases and health condi-
tions as well as higher rates of smoking and inactivity (Lantz, House, & Lepkowski,
1998)]. Psychiatric illnesses such as depression and anxiety are also common among
school dropouts (Robins & Ratcliff, 1980; Card, 1999).

It is important to understand that dropping out is only but one of a multitude of
undesirable consequences associated with negative attitude (see Freudenberg &
Ruglis, 2007, for a review). Negative school attitude and loss of engagement have



Loss of Interest in School: A Predictor of School Dropout and Maladaptive Outcomes 3

been tied to juvenile delinquency and subsequent adult criminality (Elliot, Huizinga,
& Ageton, 1985). Levy (2001), for example, examined delinquent behavior in both
previously identified delinquent students and even those who had never been identi-
fied as delinquent. Levy found that the previously nondelinquent students were
more likely to have participated in shoplifting if they reported loss of interest and
engagement in school. Disengagement and juvenile delinquency have also been
associated with cheating in school (Moncher & Miller, 1999) as well as affiliations
with peers who exhibit antisocial behavior (Elliot & Menard, 1996).

Given the serious outcomes of negative attitude and loss of engagement in school,
the larger implication is that schools must actively promote the well-being and
behavioral engagement of its students and intervene when students show signs of
distress at school (for a review of general guidelines for the promotion of well-being
in school, see Huebner, Gilman, Reschly, & Hall, 2009). Although the importance
of meeting these objectives may seem obvious to mental health practitioners, this
volume expands the focus of school attitude using a positive psychology paradigm
as well as the inclusion of ecological factors and observable behaviors. We contend
that identification of both positive psychological variables and external measures
such as the quality of teacher student rapport (Gottfredson et al. 2009) are essential
for the measurement and evaluation of school attitude.

The promotion and fostering of well-being in school finds its relevance in the
field of positive psychology, a useful paradigm in which the focus, both theoretically
and in practice, is based on the science of subjective well-being (see Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000 for a review). According to positive psychology, subjective
well-being represents how individuals evaluate their experience on cognitive and
affective levels. Subjective well-being answers such everyday questions as, How
positive is the student’s overall experience at school? And, How adaptive is the
student’s response to common high school stressors?

Positive psychology maintains that possessing specific psychoemotional traits
and attitudes are clearly adaptive (Bandura, 1993; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000). In the school setting, such positive emotional traits (including dispositional,
behavioral and temperamental characteristics) have been documented to increase
effortful learning and successful positive personal and social outcomes (Bong &
Skaalviek, 2003). The perspective of positive psychology moves away from what
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) describes as the tendency for mental health
practitioners to “concentrate on repairing damage within a disease model of human
functioning ...” In the school setting, this urges practitioners to reconsider merely
focusing on emotional and behavioral problems and to instead identify the niches in
which individuals can realize their strengths and virtues. As Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi (2000), who formulated the positive psychology movement write:

[positive psychology] ... promises to improve quality of life and prevent the pathologies
that arise when life is barren and meaningless. The exclusive focus on pathology ... results
in a model of the human being lacking the positive features that make life worth living. Hope,
wisdom, creativity, future mindedness, courage, spirituality, responsibility and persever-
ance are ignored ... (p. 5)
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According to positive psychology, the following are recognized as central to
mental health and emotional well-being on a group level: civic responsibility, nurtur-
ance, altruism, moderation, tolerance, and work ethic (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000). For the individual, the following qualities are seen as essential for well-being:
the capacity for love, a vocation (or dedication to a cause), courage, interpersonal
skills, perseverance, and originality (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

These qualities not only are adaptive but arm individuals with coping skills and
resilience; which (when applied to the school setting) increases the likelihood of
successful experiences (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The cascade of posi-
tive outcomes and experiences that follow as a result of having a positive attitude
suggests that interventions for distressed students should foster these traits within
students instead of mainly focusing on correcting misbehaviors or diagnosing per-
sonal deficits.

In short, the study of school attitude, and its assessment on high school cam-
puses, benefits from consideration of the degree to which adaptive traits such as
those from positive psychology are being used by the students in the face of the
numerous challenges that are typical in the high school experience.

Documented stressors in high school are numerous and many relate to the transi-
tion from middle school into high school. As Berndt (1986) points out, it is in ninth
grade in which students are newcomers to campus, having recently departed from
various middle schools. Students must negotiate interactions with unfamiliar peers
who have also come from different middle schools. And previous, long-standing
friendships that were formed in elementary and middle school are disrupted (unless
friends go on to the same high school). In the face of these changes in social life, the
student new to high school tends to feel understandably isolated and disconnected
from others (Berndt, 1986).

Another source of stress reported by high school students is the formation of
cliques; a grouping of peers based on similar characteristics and interests (Dunphy,
1963). Cliques are characterized as groupings of teenagers, who are part of a larger
social network and share in the evolution of shared group norms and values (Dunphy,
1963). Labeling of cliques is common among high school students, who refer to
different groups based on perceived stereotypes, e.g., “Brains” and “jocks” (Juvonen,
1997). Following Juvonen’s line of reasoning, high school students must wrestle
with issues surrounding their identity, such as in which group they can most appro-
priately assimilate (Juvonen, 1997).

Of course, apart from the stressors of social life, are the difficulties keeping up
with coursework demands and maintaining passing grades (Isakson & Jarvis, 1997).
Difficulty in understanding, organizing, and completing coursework is a challenge
that all high school students must manage. Interestingly, just when these students
are most in need of academic help and support, the developmental trend, as dis-
cussed previously, is such that there is a decrease in help-seeking behavior as stu-
dents enter high school (Marchand & Skinner, 2007). Such decreases stem from
complex developmental, social, and emotional causes. One reason could simply be
adolescents’ need to function independently from parents and teachers.
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Marchand and Skinner (2007) have pointed out that decreases in help-seeking
behavior due to a drop in competence are made worse by concealment behaviors.
Students wish to become inconspicuous; sort of “under the radar” in order to avoid
looking incompetent. The developmental norm at this age is a great deal of self-
consciousness. It is as if everyone around them is watching them with great scru-
tiny; a phenomenon of self-critical, egocentric thinking termed, the “imaginary
audience” (Elkind, 1967). Of course, this reluctance to seek help does nothing to
improve their academic problems and is detrimental to academic performance.
Writes Marchand and Skinner (2007):

Children who are disaffected from school are more likely to conceal their difficulties, and
concealment, because it cuts children off from help that might allow them to continue work-
ing, is likely to erode engagement with learning activities over time. (p. 65)

Developmental and psychological issues aside, the environment of high school is
fraught with academic, social, and emotional stressors which students need to suc-
cessfully negotiate. Some students appear to function well, with little impact on their
well-being despite these documented challenges. Other students find the stress
unmanageable and experience serious threats to their mental health. It is important to
analyze the dispositional, psychological and behavioral traits of those students who
do succeed in high school. Central to our premise is the research that has linked well-
being and coping in high school to positive emotional, dispositional, behavioral, and
temperamental characteristics. In fact, it appears that many bad consequences are
actually prevented from happening in the first place because of the way in which
initial stressors are adaptively managed (Bandura, 1993).

In other words, positive emotionality acts as a strong mediator for the outcome
of stressful events (Bandura, 1993). Positive emotionality sets in motion a series of
“approach behaviors,” which, appear to be further reinforcing. This cycle of
approach behaviors can be set off by positive behaviors such as self-determination,
dedication, and even sense of humor (Lewis). The question of inquiry we have
sought to answer in this study is: what is the mechanism by which positive attitude
(emotionality) leads to such positive pathways and outcomes? On an empirical
level, we ask, what indicators, such as on a survey, can serve as valid and reliable
measures of school attitude in high school?

Positive Emotionality and Beneficial Outcomes

The mechanism by which positive attitude and positive emotionality lead to better
outcomes and experiences is central to this volume. Positive emotionality has been
explored through a variety of conceptual models. Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden and
Build Theory of Emotion, for example, specifies that positive emotions are thought
to broaden a person’s cognitive and behavioral repertoires, increasing flexibility of
responding and enhancing approach tendencies. Over time, increased behavioral and
cognitive coping strategies are hypothesized to result in more effective engagement
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and adaptation, creating future learning opportunities and accrual of cognitive and
interpersonal resources. Positive emotions lead to what Lewis terms “approach
tendencies,” and, in practice, can best be understood as a “Can-Do” attitude.

Successful school achievement and increases in motivation to do well has also
been represented by Albert Bandura’s construct, self-efficacy. Self-efficacy repre-
sents one’s appraisal of their capacity for success (Bandura, 1993). It is the degree
that one believes in their ability to be efficacious (effective in attaining desired goals
and surmounting challenges). This also means feeling that the success is possible
due to one’s own efforts and actions. Self-efficacy is formed through the direct
experience and evaluations perceived from feedback from the environment regard-
ing past experiences of success or failure (Bandura, 1993). Impactful feedback
includes the judgments and evaluations that the individual gleans from teachers,
parents, and classmates.

The relationship between self-efficacy and school attitude is based on the notion
that past success (or failure) enhances one’s belief that they will be successful in the
future. For example, reflecting on last year’s good grades in pre-algebra—especially
if one attributes those good grades to their own, internal efforts—the student will
likely look forward to next year’s Algebra class. It follows that students with a his-
tory of academic successes are likely to have a prediction; a general “sense” that
they will be successful with future academic tasks. The stronger an individual’s self-
efficacy, the higher the goals and challenges they will set for themselves. Students
high on measures of self-efficacy readily envision and anticipate the experience and
a successful outcome. This positive prediction in turn motivates the student to
“approach” similar tasks in the future. It is also, of course, a matter of common
sense that individuals are motivated to do things in which they tend to do well. The
reverse is also true—outcomes which fall short of one’s personal expectations will
decrease the likelihood of future attempts. Applied to the school setting, students
who experience mainly negative outcomes from their efforts become increasingly
hopeless, withdrawn, and give up easily—for example, students who continually
receive low grades despite putting in what they perceive to be a reasonable effort.

Low self-efficacy correlates with feelings of anxiety and other negative states
(e.g., Bandura, 1993). When the individual envisions a task in which they were
previously unsuccessful—for example, re-taking a failed exam—a series of anxi-
ety-producing thought patterns ensue. This then leads to “avoidance behaviors” and
feelings of helplessness (Bandura, 1993). Furthermore, students with low self-effi-
cacy have been found to attribute less value and importance to these tasks. In short,
it appears that tasks which one succeeds in increase motivation and also become
more valuable in the eyes of the student (Eccles, 1993).

Researchers in behavior have worked to understand whether there is a place, at
all, for negative emotions. For instance, research dating back to Harvard physiolo-
gist, Walter Cannon (1929), who studied emotionality from an evolutionary psy-
chology standpoint, established that negative emotions are adaptive in the short
term—triggering a “fight or flight” response in which the individual removes him-
self from life-threatening situations (as in “flight”) or takes on a challenge by
actively fighting to survive (“fight”). As an extreme example, consider the hunter
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who is flooded with anxiety when he is suddenly charged by a bear and flees for his
life. Based on his appraisal of his ability to fight off a bear—he (wisely) decides that
the best thing to do would be to run away since his chances of fighting off the bear
and surviving are very slim. Of course, these behaviors are largely facilitated by the
body’s response to stress and are therefore somewhat automatic. (Thoughts and
actions in non-life-threatening situations, such as in the school setting, in contrast,
require more deliberate thought and planning.) However, the fight or flight premise
is useful in understanding the evolutionary basis for negative thought patterns.

Studies with animals have illustrated how motivation to survive life-threatening
situations or even aversive events is greatly diminished when efforts to fight prove
to be unsuccessful. This sense of hopelessness (known in the literature as learned
Helplessness) takes over the emotional state and the now-depressed animal appears
to “give up” trying to stay alive. The point is that animals (including humans) have
a limited capacity to persevere at attaining a goal. There is a point at which the
organism simply realizes (whether real or perceived) that they do not have the means
to achieve the desired goal or to continue to struggle. It is at this point, when motiva-
tion is at a halt.

One particular study by Seligman showed that dogs that were exposed to
intermittent electric shocks in their cages initially fought to avoid the aversive stim-
ulus. But there was a point at which the dogs stopped trying to avoid the shock.
They realized that the shocks were unavoidable and so they simply endured them
miserably. Not surprisingly, the dogs soon showed signs of apathy and depression,
even after the shocks stopped. This example of learned helplessness, as seen with
the dog experiment, illustrates that there is a threshold of motivation in which ani-
mals decide to “give up” and simply endure the aversive stimulus.

Following this line of thinking, sense of hopelessness (which we could say is an
extreme form of low self-efficacy) in school will result in greatly decreased motiva-
tion to keep trying at a task once the student feels hopeless. Negativity, withdrawal
and hopelessness come together to sap the motivation and effort put toward school.
This is also illustrative of the great importance of feeling hopeful at school: hope is
key to driving motivation and effortful learning (Gilman, Dooley, & Florell, 2006).

Students with self-efficacy and a positive perception of themselves as students
have expectations of being successful in the school environment. They not only seek
out (or, at least do not avoid) future challenges but also engage in behaviors that
support academic success, such as working furtively, staying organized seeking
help from teachers, and being compliant with teacher directives in school (Skaalvik
& Skaalvik, 2004). It appears, then, that high self-efficacy in the school setting
maintains and reinforces academic behaviors and habits that keep the student in
good academic standing.

These “student-identified” adolescents seek environments that offer the opportu-
nity for further success, e.g., math and science contests, and debate team. As the
student determines that they are capable and able to carry out a certain level of tasks,
they seek out corresponding situations that can nourish such goals. Thus, in this way,
the environment directs further feedback to the individual; and the cycle repeats
(Bandura, 1993). Bandura describes this process of self-referent phenomena as
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follows: “Self influences affect the selection and construction of environments.
The impact of [which] influences human motivation, affect and action ... [these
environmental influences] give meaning and valence to external events. Self influ-
ences are thus ... at the heart of causal processes” (p. 118).

Self-efficacy and self-perception is largely shaped by comparing self to others—
especially in the case of adolescents (Juvonen, 1997). Studies exploring self-per-
ception among special education students who concurrently attend general education
classrooms confirm this notion. Harter (1988) found that compared to normally
achieving peers, these students perceive themselves to be less able and gave lower
self-evaluations on measures such as peer likability and cognitive competence
(Harter, 1988). These findings suggest that students with lower abilities who strug-
gle in class alongside more able students (e.g., special education students who attend
general education classes) are especially vulnerable to decreases in self-efficacy and
negative self-perception (Harter, 1988).

Beyond high self-efficacy, other emotional constructs have been recognized as
essential to positive and adaptive coping in response to stress in adult populations.
Psychiatrist George Vaillant identified a class of responses which he termed mature
defenses to describe healthy, emotionally protective ways in which stressors can be
handled. Vaillant points out the emotional value of these defenses when he writes:

In keeping with the conceptualization of positive psychology, the association of mature
defenses with mental health remains [true] whether health is measured by ... happiness,
psychosocial maturity ... success ... stability of relationships or absence of psychopathol-
ogy ... [mature defenses] can provide a mental time out to mitigate changes in reality and
self-image that cannot be immediately integrated ...” (p. 92)

In his explanation of mature defenses, Vaillant first sets forth three main classes
of general responses to stressors: (1) seeking social support; (2) conscious cognitive
strategies; and (3) involuntary mental mechanisms. The third class, involuntary
mental mechanisms, is derived from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders’ (4th edn.; DSM-IV, American Psychiatric Association, 1994)
descriptions of defense mechanisms. Vaillant classifies these defense mechanisms
as: “defenses which shield people from sudden changes in affect, reality, relation-
ships ... if [thought patterns] are not modified, sudden changes will cause anxiety/
depression. Defense mechanisms can restore psychological [balance] by ignoring or
deflecting sudden increases in affect.”

Mature defenses include: (1) altruism, which is the gratification gained from self-
lessly giving or helping others; (2) suppression, which Vaillant describes as the abil-
ity to postpone or prevent paying attention to negative feeling states such as fear or
overwhelming sadness; (3) humor—which “allows people to look directly at what is
painful ... [and yet, to be distracted] so that they look somewhere else” (p. 7); and
(4) anticipation—emotionally experiencing/previewing the anxiety-producing event
before it actually occurs. Anticipation results in a desensitizing of the most painful
of emotions, so that when the conflict or danger actually arises, one has been emo-
tionally prepared or “immunized” to the stress because of the previous exposure.
Finally, sublimation is a mature response in which the emotional and affective stress
is channeled into another avenue, such as art, sport, work, or another means of
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escaping from the emotional pain or stress. Heavy involvement in art or exercise is
an example of sublimation.

Vaillant’s mature defenses have shown empirical evidence for maintaining a
positive attitude in the face of stress when applied to adults. Yet, it is readily appar-
ent that mature defenses are also useful when cultivated among high school stu-
dents. For example, consider the case of altruism, in which a twelfth grade student
who, having failed algebra as a freshman, is now committed to helping current
freshman who are struggling in algebra. This, mature, altruistic response is, in fact,
“transformative,” according to Vaillant because a past challenge has become the
impetus for generating positive and helpful behavior for others.

Interestingly, altruism has been shown to be especially valuable in its ability to
reduce unhealthy mental qualities such as greed, jealousy, and self-centeredness
while enhancing happiness and physical health. Alfred Adler suggested that “social
interest” is beneficial in enhancing the effectiveness of support groups, such as those
feasible on a high school campus, e.g., support for students of divorced parents.

Another mature defense Vaillant names is anticipation. For example, consider
the teenage boy who rehearses with his school counselor to prepare for possible
rejection when he asks a girl for a date. By rehearsing and previewing the emotions
of a potential disappointment, the boy is better prepared to cope with the event if it
turns out badly.

To summarize, a wealth of studies have established a strong link between positive
school attitude and conceptually similar emotional constructs with favorable outcomes
at school. A strong, bidirectional relationship appears to both cause and maintain posi-
tive emotions and successful outcomes of the school experience. On an empirical
level, it is clear that there is value in identifying traits consistent with positive attitude,
even those that have only been applied to adults. This is because indicators of adaptive
coping and proactive problem solving are strongly associated with positive attitude in
school. In practice, and drawing from the positive psychology paradigm, identifying
and fostering such positive traits will not only increase positive attitude but also lead
to better outcomes in the face of common high school stressors.

Before further addressing school attitude and its measurement in the current
study, we turn to other studies which have conceptualized school attitude using a
variety of terms and lexicons. We offer a review of the existing constructs and meth-
odology involved in defining and measuring school attitude, in general.

Traditional Factors Associated with School Attitude

Of course, family, community, and other demographic characteristics exert an impor-
tant influence on the way in which students value and prioritize school. School atti-
tude and motivation cannot be understood in isolation from the social and cultural
contexts in which an individual is embedded. One paradigm from the literature which
explores demographic and external factors on school attitude is a developmental
ecological systems framework conceptualized by Uri Bronfenbrenner in 1979.
This paradigm establishes that children’s development is significantly affected by a
system of “layers,” each of which makes up a part of the environment in which they
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grow and develop (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). According to this model of layers, the
microsystem layer is the fundamental dimension of influence on the psychosocial
development of the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The microsystem layer
involves associations with cultural and ethnic values of the family as well as peer
group, school, and neighborhood (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Given the powerful impact of these elements in shaping values and behaviors, it
is important to include microsystem variables when evaluating school attitude of
individuals. This begins with evaluating home-based variables. Examples include
measuring socioeconomic status (SES). Studies have consistently linked parents’
socioeconomic position, including level of maternal education, to overall academic
performance and future educational goals of children (Lantz et al., 1998). One
explanation for the positive correlation with maternal education and school achieve-
ment levels is that more educated mothers are more likely to be directly involved in
their children’s learning. These types of parents discuss and monitor homework and
are also more capable and willing to assist with homework (Lantz et al., 1998).

Another explanation for the strong link between SES and school attitude is that
parents with high-earning, prestigious jobs represent visible role models which con-
vey to the children that educational success can lead to high-paying, high-status
jobs (Lantz et al., 1998). Lawyers and doctors, among other relatively high-paying
professions, require high levels of academic achievement. Following this line of
reasoning, children of high-earning parents are motivated to achieve because they
make the connection between education and desirable future job prospects.

Exploring parent-centered variables further, Moorman and Pomerantz (2010)
systematically studied the role of maternal involvement on children’s learning and
motivation levels. They discovered that what moderated the type and quality of
mothers’ assistance with learning was the mothers’ underlying belief systems, about
learning itself. The two mindsets which Moorman and Pomerantz identified in
their research were: the entity mindset, in which their children’s ability is seen
as unchangeable; or an incremental mindset, in which children’s ability is seen as
changeable and likely to be improved through appropriate learning techniques
(Moorman & Pomerantz, 2010).

The mothers who possessed the incremental mindset believed that learning and
ability is malleable. The involvement in learning assistance that these mothers pro-
vided was marked by constructive, choice-based guidance along with more positive
feedback and less rigid interactions (Moorman & Pomerantz, 2010). In contrast,
mothers of the entity mindset were observed to be more performance focused, more
critical of children’s mistakes, and less supportive when the child felt helpless
(Moorman & Pomerantz, 2010). In a related study, Moorman mother’s mindset was
predictive of children’s subsequent academic (e.g., motivation and grades) and
emotional (i.e., self-esteem and depressive symptoms) functioning.

“Notably, children whom mothers saw as lacking competence consistently
had the poorest functioning when mothers possessed an entity (vs. incremental)
mindset” (p. 1354). It suggests that parents’ core beliefs concerning the nature of
learning and ability moderate the type of learning experiences they provide for their
children, which ultimately shapes future learning motivation and attitude concluded
Moorman and Pomerantz (2010).
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Other layers of influence that shape school attitude stem from ethnocultural
values that are reinforced by parents and extended family members (Bankston &
Zhou, 2004).These values and expectations exert an influence on school attitude and
the importance of school in the child’s life. Research from Coleman et al. (1966) in
which school adjustment among Vietnamese immigrants was explored revealed the
pathways from which values, beliefs, and expectations of school is transmitted
within a group or family network, especially as is relevant to first generation, immi-
grant families. Although Coleman’s research centered around Vietnamese immi-
grants, findings are relevant to the ways in which networks of parents in groups and
communities, in general, impart values about school to in their communities.

Among immigrants and foreign-born parents and grandparents, the transmitted
values of school and education take on a unique experience when immigrants and
newly arrived ethnic groups parent in America. As Coleman et al. (1966) writes,
“tight family and community social relations support beliefs about upward mobility,
shaped by exile and resettlement, that are essential to school success.” Many immi-
grant groups, such as Vietnamese, Korean and Chinese, and others, view their
child’s success in school as a type of investment, in which their success will bring
about financial security when their child is an adult. Therefore, values which empha-
size the respect for the institution of school and working hard to achieve good grades
are central.

Clearly, ethnicity and immigrant status exert influence on how students value
school. However, studies to date, including the Coleman study of Vietnamese immi-
grants only, draw an association between compliance with school and achievement.
What is not made entirely clear is how such ethnocultural variables influence posi-
tive or negative attitude and subjective positive feelings. In fact, as Coleman points
out, the very forces that are so strong in fostering high grade point averages (espe-
cially among Asian immigrant students) actually serve as “liabilities” in other ways.
The close-knit ethnic networks might lead to tensions as children begin to adopt
American norms and values. For instance, Asian parents might find that their chil-
dren’s American-born friends do not show enough respect and obedience toward
adults compared to the norm in the home country. When these parents notice changes
among their own children, tension and resentment rises between parents and chil-
dren (Zhou, Min, & Bankston, 1998).

School Attitude: Similar Constructs Across a Variety of Terms

Part of the difficulty in establishing research in this domain is the broad lexicon of
terms that refer to the construct concerning how students feel about and engage in
school. This study uses the term school attitude to represent what McCoach (2000a,
2000b) described as “the intensity of positive and negative affect for or against
school and objects associated with school.” This definition of school attitude
includes feelings toward school, learning, as well as feelings toward teachers
(McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). However, a multitude of terms exist to describe and
measure the domain of students’ feelings and engagement in school. Libbey (2004),
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for example, uses the term school connectedness, to describe students’ affective and
behavioral relationship with school:

A rose by any other name may still smell as sweet, but school connectedness by even the same
name may mean something else entirely, depending on who is using it ... some researchers
measure school engagement while others examine school attachment ... or school bonding.
[The research] has created an overlapping and confusing definitional spectrum. (p. 1)

Libbey’s (2004) review of the preeminent research in this area identified terms
based on their conceptual interrelatedness and similarity to school connectedness.
Of central importance to this study is that there appear to be a number of common
constructs used as measures across the relevant studies. Regardless of the term
researchers use, it was Libbey’s (2004) observation that the majority of studies used
the following nine constructs as measures: (1) academic engagement, (2) belonging,
(3) student perceptions about discipline/fairness, (4) extracurricular activities, (5)
likes school, (6) student voice, (7) peer relations, (8) safety, and (9) teacher support.
Given the common use of these constructs, as Libbey (2004) asserts, we have deter-
mined that there is a moderate degree of content validity among studies that embrace
one or more of these constructs.

This study will employ three variables from the McCoach study, which was used
to evaluate issues related to underachievement and related psychological factors
which impact adolescents’ attitude toward school. The survey of this study will also
employ an additional variable, school bond, due to our contention that school atti-
tude must also be studied by more external (less intraindividual factors). Specifically,
studies have illustrated again and again that teachers exert a tremendous influence
on the attitude of students.

The added variable, School bond, is defined by as the behavior that stems from
feelings of commitment, loyalty, and membership to one’s school Jenkins (1997).
These feelings are represented by involvement in school-related activities as well as
a belief in and obedience to school rules and showing respect to teachers (Jenkins,
1997). Jenkins’ work characterizes school bond as comprised of both attachment
(an emotional connection to the school) and behavioral investment in the school
community as a whole (Jenkins, 1997). Examples of survey items created for the
current study to indicate school bond, include: “I enjoy participating in extra-cur-
ricular activities such as sports and clubs,” as well as items reflecting rapport with
teachers, e.g., “Teachers think that I am capable of doing well.”

School bond is similar to Self-determination Theory, based on Deci and Ryan’s
(2000) conceptualization of three related need that shape subjective well-being that
are closely tied to positive attitude and subjective well-being. These include need
for competence, need for belongingness, and need for autonomy (Deci & Ryan,
2000). Our use of school bond, as in the school bond subscale of our survey will
comprise elements of self-determination theory as well as Jenkins (1997) formula-
tion of school bond.

A similar construct, which in the literature, is often subsumed under school bond
is sense of membership (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). This construct reflects stu-
dents’ feelings of acceptance by members of the school community as well as a
sense of being integrated and a part of school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Sense of
membership is also a measure of students’ feelings of being supported by others;
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the perception that others are willing to help during times of personal stress and
hardship (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). These feelings of support also extend into an
individual’s perception that others are “rooting for” and in support of one’s suc-
cesses. Sense of membership has proven to be a significant factor in students’ reports
of happiness and well-being at school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993) and is central to
measures of school attitude.

Another construct similar to both school bond and to sense of membership is
school spirit. This construct represents a sense of pride, allegiance, and affiliation
that is specifically felt in regard to one’s school (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). As
mentioned previously, school bond can be conceptualized as an emotional attach-
ment to school (Jenkins, 1997). Similarly, school spirit has been conceptualized as
a sense of pride and loyalty to school (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). School spirit is
additionally described as reflecting an individual’s perception that the school is a
reflection of who the individual “is” (Coker & Borders, 1996). As with sense of
membership, school spirit also promotes positive school outcomes. Reports of
strong school spirit are consistent with lower rates of delinquency and substance
abuse. And those who report that they like school, or agree that they “look forward
to going to school” (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2003) tend to have higher rates of school
spirit (Coker & Borders, 1996).

To summarize, school bond and related constructs, such as sense of membership
and school spirit, tap an important set of indicators concerning school attitude.
Through an exploration of school bond and the survey instrument, which taps vari-
ables related to positive psychology, it is anticipated that important associations with
school attitude will be discovered. It is anticipated that results of the study will make
it possible to ultimately outline a framework from which to evaluate school attitude
among high school students. In this study, this will include probing factors related to
school spirit and sense of membership. The following item in the modified survey
instrument is an item from the subscale of school bond and taps the variable of school
spirit. “It would bother me if someone said something bad about this school.”

Before turning to the literature review, we conclude with the following defini-
tions of each of the factors employed in this study’s survey instrument. We offer a
discussion of how they have been operationalized throughout the relevant literature.
The four factors employed in our study to measure school attitude are: self-percep-
tion, motivation and self-regulation, peer attitude, and school bond.

Definitions of Constructs Used for Scales in Survey Instrument
of the Present Study

Self-perception

Self-perception, similar to self-efficacy, is a composite set of beliefs and opinions
about oneself—that is, one’s personal assessment of how successful he or she is;
and it is formed through the direct experience and evaluations gleaned from signifi-
cant others (Bandura, 1997). In essence, (academic) self-concept is a student’s
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personal belief in their ability to be successful, efficacious, and competent (Bandura,
1997). Self-perception differs from self-efficacy, however, in that it more closely
concerns identity and sense of self. For instance, students show wide variation in the
degree to which they view themselves and identify with being a student. Students
with high academic self-perceptions are characterized by Finn (1993) as high on:
academic participation and identification with school. These students are identified
by solid attendance, preparedness for class, little or no misbehavior, and few signs
of withdrawal. In other words, students who would agree that they are organized,
interested in learning, smart, or successful (i.e., a good student), not surprisingly,
feel more positively about school and schoolwork. This is reflected in attempts at a
wider array of tasks and school-based activities, consideration of more career
choices, persistence, and value placed on school-based tasks themselves (Bong &
Skaalviek, 2003).

Marsh’s (1986) internal/external frame of reference model is helpful to explain
this social/developmental process. Bong and Skaalviek (2003) explains the applica-
tion of the model in the following way, “the students compare their own achieve-
ment with perceived achievements of other students and use this external, relativistic
impression as a basis of their academic self concept” (p. 7). In other words, when
students’ internal appraisal of a task matches an external, socially condoned source
of appraisal, they experience consonance between the expectations, which increases
senses of self-efficacy and well-being (Marsh, 1986). This finding suggests that
peers exert a large impact on identity and also one’s self-appraisal (self-efficacy).

Another model which delineates correlates of self-perception was described
many years ago by William James (1892), but still finds relevance today. The degree
to which one’s self-perception is positive—an important part of healthy self-esteem,
suggested James—is based on the gap between perceived success and the amount of
importance placed on that domain of success. If there is a large gap between the
two, for example, a discrepancy between an achievement and the values the student
attributes to that domain, then self-esteem will not be enhanced.

In contrast, if a student succeeds in an area of which she personally aspires, e.g.,
the student who receives an A in biology with their eye on becoming a world-
famous biologist—then there is no discrepancy; the successful event directly cor-
responds with the future goal. This is a rewarding experience which affirms the
adolescents’ growing sense of development and also enhances one’s self-efficacy
(James, 1892). Another interesting finding is that normally achieving students
appear better able to discount or devalue areas in which they are not successful
(Collins, 1982). For example, in one study students who were aware of their diffi-
culties with math were able to devalue the significance of the weakness, such as by
telling themselves, “It doesn’t really get to me that I am not good at math,” [because]
“I am good at other things.” In contrast, the learning disabled students ascribed
much more importance to, and were more upset by, lack of success in certain areas.
This suggests that they have insight into the domains that were the source of their
academic incompetence (Collins, 1982) and are more emotionally impacted by
perceived inadequacies.
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In short, the established research on self-perception demonstrates the impact of
both successful and unsuccessful achievement in school as well as the power of
one’s self-appraisal to mediate performance. Self-perception is an important vari-
able related to measures and components that likely mediate school attitude.

Motivation/Self-regulation

Motivation refers to the self-generated thoughts, feelings and actions, which are
systematically oriented toward attainment of a goal (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994).
Motivation/self-regulation has a close association with school attitude, with signifi-
cance involving whether the motivational behavior is “adaptive” or “maladaptive”.
Obviously, adaptive motivation is correlated with positive and productive behaviors
and attitudes toward school, whereas maladaptive patterns of motivation are linked
to helplessness. This helplessness results when an individual perceives that a given
goal would require too much effort, a delay in gratification and exceeds attentional
capacity. Following this line of reasoning, the individual concludes that the means
required to attain the goal is not worth actually achieving the goal, so motivation is
low (Levine & Moreland 2004).

Research has shown that adaptive or “mastery-oriented” motivation is the ideal
and is marked by striving to attain personally challenging goals. Students who are
adaptively motivated feel that successes and failures are within their control, which
is conceptually similar to previous discussions about self-efficacy.

Since adolescents tend to be inherently social creatures, we know, too, from the
literature that levels of motivation and self-regulation are strongly impacted by rela-
tionships within the classroom and attitudes and motivation levels of best friends.
We now turn to our discussion of peer attitude.

Peer Attitude

Peer attitudes are the generalized, collective views, opinions, and perceptions
that a group of adolescents share together (Dunphy, 1963). Cliques are character-
ized as groupings of teenagers, who are part of a larger social network and share
in the evolution of shared group norms and values (Dunphy, 1963). Social devel-
opment is such that as children move into adolescence, the intensity and quality
of their relationships deepen (Dunphy, 1963). Adolescents consistently report
that self-disclosure and openness are essential components to any close friendship
(Berndt, 1986). The intense emotional connection with peers during adolescence
causes a shift from sharing and behaving in line with family expectations to
looking to one’s peers for an understanding and shaping of values and orientations
(Berndt & Keefe, 1996; Pokhrel, & Ping Sun 2010).
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In their longitudinal study in 1978, Denise Kandel and her colleagues examined
the process in which peer groups maintain the same norms, values, and behaviors
among members. Kandel’s work described two theoretical processes that establish
sameness within the peer group: selection and socialization. Through the process of
selection, individuals seek out peers who seem similar to themselves in attributes
such as levels of attractiveness, academic ability, and nonacademic interests (Kandel,
1978). The process of socialization subsequently occurs; group members mutually
model and reinforce shared behaviors such that over time, the members become
increasingly more alike (Kandel, 1978). This increased sameness among the group
includes agreement on views and behaviors that are related to school attitude, aca-
demic habits, and achievement (Kandel, 1978). These dramatic forces of socializa-
tion strongly impact the school attitude of individuals. Over time, group members
will tend to share similar views on the importance of academic success and even
degree of feeling positive or negative toward school in general.

School Bond

School bond (mentioned earlier) is a construct that encompasses a set of aspects that
describe a student’s commitment to school. Jenkins (1997) has adopted the terms
attachment and commitment to further define school bond. Sometimes referred to as
“school involvement” or “school belonging” in the literature, researchers have mea-
sured school bond with variables such as membership in sports and clubs and atten-
dance of school-wide events (Jenkins, 1997). Other studies concerning school bond
have conceptualized the construct in terms of school membership and school spirit,
as mentioned previously. School membership implies not only a sense of belonging
and integration with one’s school community but also a perception that both teach-
ers and peers are supportive and accepting (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).

Internal motivation and its involvement in social contexts have been explored
through the self systems model of motivational development (SSMMD). This model
posits that children’s active engagement is an essential motivational state which
controls their success and learning efforts. Similar to school bond, SSMMD links
children’s active engagement to factors based in the social context. SSMMD pur-
ports that there are three fundamental needs, met within the social context, that
shape levels of motivation and engagement in the classroom. The three are: (a)
relatedness and belonging; (b) competence and efficacy, and (c) autonomy.

Also central to the self systems model is the notion that teachers are key to
orchestrating these three needs. For instance, the teacher can work to unite the class,
creating an environment in which everyone feels a part of the class “community.”
Secondly, the teacher is key to both fostering mastery in the students and also shap-
ing the degree to which students feel that they are competent (i.e., their self-efficacy
and self-perception) as students. Finally, autonomy can be orchestrated by the
teacher, by the degree to which independent choice, free will, and opinions are
permitted.

But the relationship between students, teachers, and motivation appears to run in
multiple directions. For example, research examining the effects of children’s
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engagement on changes in subsequent teacher support has found that students
who are more behaviorally engaged elicit more involvement, structure, and auton-
omy support from teachers, whereas children who are more disaffected elicit
more teacher neglect, chaos, and coercion (Connell, Spencer, & Abrahms, 1994;
Marchand & Skinner, 2007).

School spirit is a similar construct which has also been associated with school
bond. Scales developed to measure school spirit such as by Luhtanen and Crocker
(1992). And another have examined attitudinal measures of pride and loyalty to
school and pro-academic goals. School spirit has been measured by the degree to
which one feels integrated into to their school; such as how much they believe
that their school uniquely resembles aspects of themselves (Luhtanen &
Crocker, 1992).

Now that we have operationally defined our four variables implicated in our
survey, we will present research that has studied the interrelationships among the
variables and how they shape school attitude. This synthesis of the research will
further validate the variables which we used to generate the survey items. This foun-
dation of research findings will then bridge to the Method section (Chap. 3),
followed by the Results section (Chap. 4) and finally, a summative section of
Discussion and Conclusions (Chap. 5).

Goals

The main goal of the study was to evaluate the correlational strength between school
attitude and the four factors which are based on theoretical and empirical knowl-
edge about high school students’ feelings toward school. It was hypothesized that
statistically significant, positive correlations would be found between school atti-
tude and each of the following four factors: self-regulation/motivation; peer atti-
tude; self-perception; and school bond. We did not speculate which of the four
constructs would reveal the strongest correlation. However, given the evidence that
emotions and behaviors consistent with positive psychology bring about positive
attitude and that a premium on sense of relatedness, e.g., school bond is placed by
adolescents, we reasoned that school bond would show the strongest correlation
with the dependent variable, school attitude.

Previous results from the McCoach (2000a, 2000b) research found that self-
perception had the strongest correlation with school attitude. This was followed by
the next strongest correlation: between peer attitude and school attitude (McCoach,
2000a, 2000b). Our study and analysis verified some of McCoach’s (2000a, 2000b)
findings, as well as explored the relationship with additional variables, such as
school bond.

An additional, ancillary goal of the study was to evaluate levels of school attitude
of the student sample participating in the study. We obtained equally weighted
composites from all the individuals of the sample as well as calculated a mean score
to analyze the degree of variability. Our research question for this part of the study
was: How positive is the school attitude of this sample of high school students,
given that 28 represents the highest, most positive score?



Chapter 2
Review of Research Exploring School Attitude
and Related Constructs

The term “school attitude,” representing a student’s positive or negative feelings
associated with school, describes students’ subjective well-being in school. In the
literature, school attitude has been measured through corresponding degrees of
behavioral and cognitive engagement. Although they do not use the term school
attitude, a number of studies focus on conceptually related terms and concern stu-
dents’ affective relationship to school (see Libbey, 2004 for a review of the lexicon
of terms related to school attitude). We now turn to the cumulative knowledge pro-
vided by these studies. The variables that are relevant to these studies inform this
study’s indicators (measures) of school attitude in the survey instrument which was
developed for this study.

Positive Orientation Toward School

Positive Orientation Toward School was conceptualized in Jessor, Van Den Bos,
Vanderryn, Costa, and Turbin’s (1995) study which originally examined protective
factors that are associated with the prevention of problem behaviors such as sexual
precocity, drug abuse, and delinquency. The authors characterized positive orienta-
tion toward school as a psychological construct which has as a foundation, funda-
mental respect for, and loyalty toward pro-academic goals (Jessor et al., 1995).

Not surprisingly, students with Positive Orientation toward School show high
measures of self-efficacy. The Positive Orientation toward School Scale developed
by Jessor et al. (1995) was based on two dimensions: how much students report lik-
ing school, and the extent to which students value academic achievement.
Specifically, students who demonstrate a fondness for school often endorse survey
items such as “I look forward to going to class” (Jessor et al., 1995).

These students are respectful to school rules, and their personal goals are in line
with the school’s goals (Jessor et al., 1995). Students with Positive Orientation
toward School are identified by beliefs that academic achievement and learning is
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relevant to their lives and/or to their success as adults. Positive Orientation Toward
School, as a construct, is especially important, because its presence seems to convey
a protective measure. This is simply because pro-academic goals and activities
make for little time to engage in problem behaviors (Jessor et al., 1995). These stu-
dents are essentially on the “right track,” with little time or interest in engaging in
destructive or problem behaviors (Jessor et al., 1995). They also are found to have
more positive relations with teachers and other adults (Jessor et al., 1995).

Of central importance to this study is that Jessor et al.’s (1995) research demon-
strates that positive orientation toward school is a conceptually similar construct to
(positive) school attitude. It suggests that the subjective measure of liking school
certainly has some relationship to the measure of school attitude. Furthermore, the
value placed on academic achievement appears to extend to a respect for and loy-
alty to school-based rules as well. This underscores the importance of measuring
levels of respect or agreement with school rules, for the purposes of assessing
school attitude.

School Attachment

Moody & Bearman (1998) measured school attachment through three primary
dimensions of his school attachment scale. One dimension measured the degree to
which students felt socially and emotionally close to others at school. Another
dimension measured basic indicators of how much students enjoyed being at school
and attending classes. The third dimension of their scale measured the degree to
which students reported feeling a part, or member, of the school (Moody & Bearman
1998). Moody & Bearman (1998) school attachment research, then, is similar to the
previously reviewed, positive orientation toward school construct, in its use of
school liking as an indicator to measure the construct. Moody & Bearman’s (1998)
school attachment concept also bears resemblance to Jessor et al. (1995) sense of
membership and Jenkins’s (1997) school bond, in that the perception of being a part
of school (i.e., students’ reported degree of activity involvement) can serve as an
indicator for the respective constructs.

In their work concerning school attachment, Gottfredson et al. (2009) main-
tained that it is teacher rapport and student—teacher interaction which ultimately
mediate levels of school attachment. While their survey instrument contained items
measuring school enjoyment, the main focus of their instrument concerned the
dynamic between students and their teachers. Their research revealed a significant
and important interaction between teacher expectations and student self-concept
with school attitude.

The Gottfredson et al. (2009) survey contained 15 questions probing how much
students feel that teachers respect and value their contributions. These items included
how receptive teachers were to clarifying questions as well as students’ perceptions
of the teacher’s appraisal of their ability to achieve (Gottfredson et al. 2009). The
survey also measured students’ academic self-concept—their self-appraisal of their
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own levels of achievement, and how strongly they believed they were capable of
meeting academic challenges Gottfredson et al. (2009). Among the important find-
ings, Gottfredson et al. (2009) established that students readily perceived and con-
formed to the low expectations meted out by the teachers. Rosenthal and Jacobson
(1968) identified this process as an expectancy effect. First, the teacher forms expec-
tations for student performance, students then respond to the behavioral cues of
their teacher, and performance is then shaped by these expectations (see Rosenthal
& Jacobson, 1968, for a review).

The decreased performance and low achievement observed in these students is
clearly detrimental to school attitude Gottfredson et al. (2009). Other research sup-
ports the finding that underachievers display more negative attitudes and behaviors
toward school than high achievers. Those who routinely feel overwhelmed, stressed,
or unable to meet academic demands harbor negative feelings toward school. Stated
in another way, underachievement is strongly predictive of (negative) school atti-
tude (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). And, as established by Brophy and Good (1974);
this underachievement is likely associated with both lowered teacher expectations
and differential treatment.

Interestingly, Brophy and Good (1974) discovered that students are able to point
out who the low-achieving students are in the class, based on the teachers’ treat-
ment of such classmates. These students reported the following teacher practices
directed toward low achievers: more directives and rules, more negative feedback
and criticism; and (when compared to higher achieving students) less freedom of
choice (Weinstein, Marshall, Brattesanim, & Middlestadt, 1982). That classmates
can readily identify the characteristics of teacher treatment toward low-achieving
peers suggests that the differential treatment is readily perceived (Weinstein et al.,
1982) and these teacher behaviors are not subtle. Through naturalistic observation,
Brophy and Good (1974) further corroborated these findings and reported the
following behaviors to be directed at low-achieving students: general, insincere
praise, less frequent, and less specific feedback and verbal support, less attention in
general, more criticism, and fewer cues given to direct student to improve or elabo-
rate their responses. These students were also noted to be seated further away from
the teacher Brophy and Good (1974).

Components of school attachment highlighted in the literature bring to light
several important implications. One is that the dimension concerning students’
perception of how much their teachers respect them proves to be a powerful predic-
tor of school attitude. Differential treatment in the classroom contributes signifi-
cantly to self-perception and school attitude in these students (Brophy & Good,
1974). When there is differentially negative treatment from the teacher, along with
chronic academic struggles, school attitude is likely to be very low (Brophy &
Good, 1974).

This study employs measures that probe both students’ appraisal of their ability
to achieve and the degree to which they feel supported by teachers. Based on an
understanding of the research, it was anticipated that the variables of self-perception
and school bond would be significantly correlated with school attitude.
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School Bond

As mentioned previously, one aspect of school bond that has been identified is
school spirit. A component of school spirit which has particular relevance to
adolescence is the belief that one’s school is an adequate reflection of who
they are (Coker & Borders, 1996). Another way to understand the adolescents’
strong need to identify with their school is through Finn’s (1989) identification—
participation model. Finn (1989) argues that being able to identify with school
or a part of school is critical for an adolescents’ school attitude and well-being.
According to this identification—participation model, students must first identify
(i.e., align their identity and values with school). If this identification is suc-
cessful, the student will then be willing and motivated to participate and engage
(Finn, 1989).

And as Jenkins’s (1997) work with school bond demonstrates, measures of
involvement in extracurricular activities including sports, clubs, and special
school events is a strong predictor of school attitude. In keeping with Finn’s
(1989) Identification—Participation model, school bond represents involvement
and engagement that also includes nonacademic, school-related activities.
School bond is enhanced through having the ability to choose different volun-
tary experiences through voluntary activities, is essential for well-being. The
degree to which student feel they have adequate choices for their learning and
recreational activities proves to be instrumental in reported levels of happiness
at school (Lasso & Larson, 2000). Other documented methods of studying
external, systems-level factors influencing school attitude include measures of
reportable behavior such as number of clubs attended by students (Voekl, 1996),
or functional outcomes such as grades (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). Indeed, low
grade point average (GPA) has been shown—in and of itself—to be an excellent
predictor of negative school attitude (Jessor et al., 1995). Jessor and colleagues’
(1995) research supports this finding and speculates that low GPA indicates
detachment from school as well as an increased sense of helplessness regarding
school. Manlove (1998) operationally defined the construct school engagement
by the number of hours spent per day on homework. In summary, it is clear that
measuring both indicators of positive emotionality as well as measuring external
variables, such as those in students’ environments, is the most comprehensive
method to study school attitude. By measuring both internal and external dimen-
sions in this study, we anticipate a larger, more comprehensive spectrum of data
concerning school attitude.

Studies show that, in fact, higher levels of commitment to activities that are non-
academic such as sports, community service, and extracurricular activities are posi-
tively associated with higher school bond (Jenkins, 1997). Therefore, in the
investigation of school attitude, we note that measuring involvement in extracur-
ricular activities such as sports and special events (Jenkins, 1997) is valuable to
school attitude explorations. Altruism is particularly predictive of positive school
attitude. Altruistic behavior, such as peer counseling and volunteering for school-
based initiatives, is another indicator of positive school attitude.
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School bond has been tied to school spirit and to membership, as established in
the literature. Another dimension of school bond, according to Jenkins’ conceptual-
ization, concerns school rules (Jenkins, 1997). Respect for the rules was defined by
Jenkins (1997) as the degree to which students respect and follow the regulations
and behavioral guidelines established by the school. For instance, survey items test-
ing this dimension included, “Do you think that rules at your school are fair?”” and
“Do you feel that rules are important?” (Jenkins, 1997).

It has been found that students who perceive school rules as fair and reasonable
are more positive toward school (Jenkins, 1997). Another study found similar
results. Students who felt supported by their teachers, as well as by their peers were
found to be more academically responsible and scholastically oriented. Above all,
they were more compliant with school rules (Wentzel, 1994).

Other research studies have found similar relationships between students’ respect
for school rules and self-concept. Research by Levy (1997) shows a significant
inverse relationship between antiauthoritarian views (i.e., disregard for school rules)
and levels of self-concept. The more positive one’s self-concept, the more favorably
they view sources of authority and rule enforcement (Levy, 1997). It is speculated
that students with positive self-concept have goals and values that are in line with
what school has to offer. The more successful the student is with academic and other
school-related goals, the more school is viewed as a supportive, receptive, and posi-
tive arena in which to achieve those goals (Wentzel, 1994). It seems clear, too, that
pro-academic behavior will be reinforced by good grades, recognition, and acknowl-
edgement from teachers thereby strengthening their self-concept.

Motivation and Self-regulation

From the foregoing discussion, it is evident that a strong, positive self-perception
creates a well-spring of incentive and motivation for further challenges. These types
of students envision success and are able to self-regulate, that is, persevere with
determination. They can continue their efforts until the goal is obtained.

Results from the McCoach (2000a, 2000b) study showed that motivation/
self-regulation had a significant relationship with school attitude. The construct
of self-regulation refers to the degree that individuals are able to actively apply their
motivation and behavior to be active participants in their own learning and academic
achievement (Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994). Motivation is less about the actual
behavior than self-regulation and refers to the self-generated thoughts, feelings, and
actions, which orient an individual toward attaining a goal (Schunk & Zimmerman,
1994). This construct is based on: self-control, strong organizational skills, and deter-
mination to meet one’s goals (high conscientiousness), self-motivation, task commit-
ment, conscientiousness, persistence, work ethic, and will to achieve (Schunk &
Zimmerman, 1994). Students with high motivation and self-regulation are driven
internally and have the stamina and work ethic to persevere through academic tasks.
The higher the level of motivation and self-regulation, the more tolerance for some of
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the routine, mundane tasks that must be done for mastery and successful completion
of academic tasks (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994).

This research suggests that students who have good motivation and self-regulation
are not likely to feel overwhelmed and/or helpless when undertaking academic tasks.
On the contrary, these students maintain a sense of control over tasks; whether by
good use of organization skills, lack of procrastination, or consistently high levels of
energy and focus for such tasks. In the McCoach (2000a, 2000b) study, the relation-
ship between motivation and self-regulation was determined to be strong with a cor-
relation coefficient of .66.

In his classic book, Rebellion in High School (1964) concerning student motiva-
tion, Stinchcombe hypothesized that motivation was high in students who believed
that their schoolwork would help them to achieve more status in the future. Those
who agreed that doing well in school would help secure job prospects, financial
gains, or social status, he observed, had higher motivation to achieve in school, as
well as to conform to the norms, rules, and expectations of the school. In contrast,
he asserted that students who were unable to make a connection between school-
work and occupational or social success were not only unmotivated in school but
also tended to be more rebellious (Stinchcombe, 1964).

In part to verify Stinchcombe’s findings, a large-scale, longitudinal study was
conducted by the U.S. Department of Education between 1976 and 1999 to assess
over 13,000 students’ attitudes toward school. Of the most noteworthy findings was
that the proportion of seniors in 1999 who endorsed, “often” or “almost always”
when asked if they were given meaningful and important work, was 25% less than
the proportion of seniors who had endorsed these descriptors in 1976 (Boesel,
2001). This suggests that over time, students are finding less meaning and purpose
to what is being presented to them in class (Boesel, 2001). From Stinchcombe’s
perspective, this failure to find relevance in the schoolwork is a major cause of low-
ered motivation levels on a global scale. More central is the additional finding in the
study which revealed that the same mean relative decline (about 25%), between
1976 and 1999, was found concerning the proportion of high school seniors who
endorsed “a lot” or “very much” in response to the question, “I like school.”

The implications for the work of Stinchcombe (1964) and of Boesel (2001) is
that this study would be wise to probe the degree to which students find their work
to be meaningful and relevant, especially in relation to the attainment of future
goals, such as career and income capabilities. The findings of Stinchcombe (1964)
and of Boesel (2001) appear to address motivation from an existential point of view.
Students strive to find meaning and importance in their schoolwork in terms of its
relationship to current and future goal realization.

Other studies examine motivation through more psychological and behavioral
standpoints. For example, it has been established that individuals are, in general,
more likely to engage in tasks in which they believe there is a high probability of
success (Willingham, 2009). This is especially true among tasks that are perceived
to be mildly challenging (Willingham, 2009). In fact, succeeding at such tasks has
been demonstrated to stimulate pleasure-enhancing neurotransmitters in various
parts of the brain (Willingham, 2009). School work that is high on both dimensions,
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that is—challenging, but not overwhelming; and solvable with some sustained effort,
is motivating and rewarding for students (Willingham, 2009).“Working on problems
that are of the right level of difficulty is rewarding,” writes Willingham (2009) “...
but working on problems that are too easy or too difficult is unpleasant. Students
cannot opt out of these problems ... if the student routinely gets work that is too
difficult, it’s little wonder that s/he doesn’t care much for schoolwork ... (p. 13).”

The relationship is such that tasks that are too difficult or too easy disrupt stu-
dents’ abilities to self-regulate in effective and productive ways (Zimmerman &
Bandura, 1994). Once the task is deemed to be too difficult or too easy, components
of self-regulation such as time management, goal directedness, and mastery come to
ahalt (Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994; McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). Levine & Moreland
(2004) who analyzed instructional practices in terms of their relevance to moti-
vation, found at least five main domains which are crucial to levels of student
motivation. Relevance guarantees that what students are learning feels relevant to
their present lives, interests, and/or future career goals, which means the material
they are learning does not feel arbitrary, useless, or irrelevant to their lives. Choice
enables students to feel that they have some say in their learning; that they have
some autonomy and area allowed the freedom to make choices based on their own
interests and goals. Success must be possible since it has been established that
students are motivated to do things which they have experienced success in the past.
(This bears resemblance to self-efficacy, discussed earlier.) This work also posits
that for motivation to be ideal, there must be some element of Collaboration in the
learning, such that students are working together, sharing ideas, and helping under-
standing. Finally, the units presented by the teacher must be aligned with clearly
stated goals for mastery. This enables students to aim for and strategize their work
around reaching a desired goal.

The motivation and self-regulation variable has a complex relationship with
school attitude. Research suggests that when students lack motivation they are
unable to effectively engage their self-regulation, which, as we have seen, is associ-
ated with failing to achieve the goal of a particular task. Ultimately, this lack of
success and lack of motivation is hypothesized to have a negative impact on school
attitude.

Peer Attitude

A large amount of empirical evidence exists concerning the degree to which peers
exert influence on one another’s norms, values, and behaviors (e.g., Brown & Klute,
2003). For example, it has been found that students whose friends plan to go to col-
lege are far more likely to also aspire to attend college (Duncan, Featherman, &
Duncan, 1972). Risky behavior, such as the use of drugs, is also facilitated by peer
influence, despite strong parental forces. Peer attitude has a significant impact on
individuals’ school attitude (Dunphy, 1963). The literature concerning adolescent
friendship has established that adolescents strive for consensus and agreement of
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attitudes and behaviors within their peer groups (Kandel, 1978). Not surprisingly,
individuals in these peer groups often feel similarly about school; they share similar
attitudes, areas of interest, and levels of academic motivation (Duncan et al., 1972;
Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997). Indeed, underachieving students often report peer influ-
ence as the strongest force that hampers their achievement (Berndt, 2002). Berndt
also observed that over the course of an academic school year, significant changes
evolve among affiliated students, such that grades and degree of academic aspira-
tions become very similar by the end of the year.

The reasons that adolescents are readily impacted by their peers’ attitudes can be
traced, in part, to the confluence of dramatic biological, social, and cognitive changes
that occur during adolescence. As these changes take place, adolescents begin to
interact with each other outside of school (Youniss, 1982). As adolescents, they
spend twice as much time with their peers than with their parents, a dramatic
increase from their younger years. Furthermore, adolescents are increasingly away
from the vigilance (and intervening) of parental figures.

It is at this time that they begin to view peers as better companions than parents
or siblings (Berndt, 2002). Adolescents begin to recognize that they can work with
a peer reciprocally to solve each other’s problems. Friends get to know each other’s
viewpoints, wishes, and opinions. A natural outcome of this mutual understanding
is intimacy (Youniss, 1982). The need for increased time spent with peers and away
from parents is explained, in part, by cognitive-developmental theory of Jean Piaget.
Adolescents gain the capacity for formal operations; a complex set of cognitive
abilities that expands thinking and relating to the world (Piaget, 1952, 1977). For
example, adolescents are increasingly more able to reason hypothetically, to under-
stand other’s points of view, and to grasp abstract concepts. This increases their
interest in laws and justice; in rules and fairness; and the logic behind a debate or
argument (Piaget, 1952, 1977).

Another significant and important developmental process that is central to ado-
lescence is identity formation (Erikson, 1959, 1968a). Adolescents are thus rapidly
coming to define themselves in terms of how they relate to the society in which they
live. Through formal operations, adolescents have the ability to judge and form
opinions from multiple perspectives. They can understand not only how they judge
others, but an awareness of how others judge them (Piaget, 1952, 1977). Judgment
deepens in complexity and the adolescent is able to mentally place others into differ-
ent social categories, such that the adolescent characterizes their acquaintances into
different groups, in terms of social status (Erikson, 1959, 1968a). Furthermore, as
they arrive at a sense of personal identity, they are increasingly more likely to iden-
tify with a particular group in which they are a member (Erikson, 1959, 1968b).

The peer group becomes the dominant context for identity development. In order
to belong to the group, there is a high expectation of conformity and acceptance of
the group’s behaviors, norms, and values. After extensive observation of adoles-
cence, Dunphy (1963) explained this process of socialization this way:

By demanding conformity to peer group standards, members ensured that the group would
be a cohesive entity capable of controlling the behavior of those in it in the interests of the
dominant majority. The basic consensus of values which results is a major factor in the
strong esprit de corps of most adolescent peer groups (p. 3)



Peer Attitude 27

Since the adolescent desperately yearns for acceptance into a given peer group,
there is a strong tendency for this individual to abide by the norms and behavioral
expectations of the group (Brown, 1990). In fact, the importance of maximizing
congruency among members is so important that if there are discrepant attitudes or
behaviors either the incongruent member will separate from the group, or the group
will keep the associate but modify their behaviors to reflect the formerly incongru-
ent behavior (Kandel, 1978).

Lazerfeld and Merton (1954) introduced the term homophily to represent this
tendency for a group of individuals to ultimately display very similar attributes,
behaviors, and norms. Kandel (1978) broadened the application of homophily to
characterize adolescent socialization and strivings for conformity among members.
Two processes have been implicated in the development of homophily—selection
and socialization described previously.

The selection process describes the fact that adolescents appear to select friends
who display similar characteristics. In fact, there is evidence that supports that the
degree of liking is related to the degree of similarity across dimensions such as atti-
tudes, abilities, values, and personality traits (Kandel, 1978). The second process
that works to establish homophily is socialization, that is, the act through modeling
and reinforcement of increasing behavioral agreement among members, such that
the group will become increasingly more similar over time (Kandel, 1978). Dunphy
(1963) appears to convey the importance of homophily when he writes: “entrance to
a peer group depends on conformity, and failure to continue to conform at any stage
means exclusion from the group” (p. 239).

Of central importance to this study is the notion that peer attitude toward school
is a significant contributor to an adolescent’s attitude toward school (Kinderman,
1993; McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). As has been discussed, the peer group exerts a
tremendous amount of influence on shaping adolescents’ attitudes as the group
strives for consensus and the individual considers group acceptance to be critical
and thereby continually abides by its norms and behaviors.

In fact, previous research has established that crowds [large, mixed gender net-
works, comprised of multiple cliques (Brown & Klute, 2003)] commonly behave
and define themselves with respect to the degree of importance they attach to school-
ing. Some adolescents categorize groups of peers in terms of how scholastically
focused they are, such as “brains” and “nerds,” or degree of involvement in sports,
such as “jocks” (Brown & Huang, 1995).

Another body of research posits that the importance of scholastic achievement
of a given group is directly governed by strivings for popularity (Ellis & Wolfe,
2002). This research establishes the premise that behavior embraced by popular
groups often involves deviant, aggressive behaviors which espouse antischolastic
values (Rodkin, Farmer, Pearl, & Acker, 2000). Furthermore, youths’ perceptions
also concur that more popular groups tend to engage in deviant, attention-getting
activities (Ellis & Wolfe, 2002). Given these research findings, it is possible that
students with the highest sociometric status (i.e., those who are popular) are
members of groups which embrace anti-school norms and behaviors. However,
other studies refute the findings, stating that wide peer acceptance (a measure of
popularity) is a consistent determinant of school achievement and positive attitude.
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Furthermore, other research that has corroborated Rodkin et al. (2000) findings
were only confirmed among disadvantaged communities. Specifically, Staff and
Kraeger (2008) discovered that among high school boys in disadvantaged areas,
prestige was earned by asserting violent and aggressive behaviors.

Positive school attitude not only is important for reducing the risk of dropping
out of school, but also is, not surprisingly, positively correlated with academic
achievement (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). Positive school attitude ensures beneficial
outcomes such as academic achievement, and, simultaneously, prevents adverse
events such as dropping out of school.

This study examined the factors that are most closely associated with positive
(and negative) school attitude. With this perspective in mind, the researchers of this
study identify at least three variables used in the study—motivation/self-regulation,
school bond, and (positive) self-perception—as positive emotional assets, in line
with the positive psychology paradigm. That is, possessing these psychoemotional
traits is clearly adaptive and leads to positive personal and social outcomes (Bandura,
1993). Furthermore, the research suggests that these traits are positive determinants
of school attitude (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). The term “school attitude,” represent-
ing a student’s positive or negative feelings associated with school, has received
little attention in the research domain of students’ feelings toward school. This study
conceptualizes the term school attitude as a construct that represents well-being in
school and corresponds with different degrees of behavioral and cognitive engage-
ment (see Libbey, 2004 for a review of the lexicon of terms related to school atti-
tude). Without using the term school attitude a number of studies are conceptually
related to school attitude and concern students’ affective relationship to school. We
now turn to the cumulative knowledge provided by these studies and discuss the
relevance to this study.

Our review of the existing literature reveals mainly psychological, intrapersonal
variables such as motivation and well-being as measures of school attitude. The cur-
rent study widens the scope of variables to include the few studies which measure
feelings toward school by looking at nonpsychological variables. Examples employ-
ing nonpsychological variables of individuals include research concerning teacher
behavior (Gottfredson, Birdseye, Gottfredson, & Marcinick, 1995); instructional
content (Willingham, 2009); and involvement in extracurricular activities (Jenkins,
1997). Gottfredson et al. (1995), for instance, found that teachers’ interpersonal
styles differentially impact students’ attitude and motivation. Willingham (2009)
examined the content of instruction in class and found that students who felt that
what they were learning was irrelevant to their lives had poor school attitudes and
low motivation for academic achievement (Willingham, 2009). Jenkins (1997) also
measured nonpsychological variables when he demonstrated that hours spent in
extracurricular clubs was a reliable indicator of positive feelings toward school.
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Methods

This study was approved by the inter-human subject review board at California
State University, Northridge. Additionally, the protocol and survey procedures were
approved and permission was granted by the principal of the school in which we
derived our sample.

Setting and Participants

The study took place at a public high school, located approximately 35 miles from
the center of Los Angeles, in an affluent, beachfront city. The median household
income in this city was determined to be $102,021 (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2000). Although the racial makeup of this particular city where we derived our
sample is 91.91% White (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000), the racial composition
of the students in the school district, which encompasses an adjacent, less affluent
city, is more diverse, with 55.3% reporting their race as White/non-Hispanic;
26.4% Hispanic/Latino; 7.5% African-American, and 7.7% identifying as Asian.
The sample was derived from three high school general education classes, each of
which was comprised of tenth through twelfth grade students. These classes
included: a US history class (which included four different class sections all of
which contained eligible participants for the study); an economics class and a
psychology class.

All students who returned the signed parental consent form which described the
objectives of the study as well as any anticipated benefits or risks to participants
were eligible to participate in the study. One hundred and three high school students
returned the signed consent form and participated in the study, and the gender com-
position was: 62 females and 41 males. The sample was 86% White (n=89), 7.8%
Hispanic (n=8), 2.9% Black, 1.9% Asian (n=2), and 0.9% other (n=1).
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Instruments and Procedures

To recruit as many potential participants as possible in the target age range without
having students approached more than once to participate, teachers of US History
classes were asked by the staff school psychologist, by email, to participate in the
study. The request detailed the purpose of the study (i.e., to assess factors and vari-
ables related to school attitude); a brief biological summary of the researcher and
the corresponding university; as well as a rough estimate of the amount of time
needed to complete the survey instrument (15 min). Parent consent forms were
attached to this email. A copy of the parental consent form is included in Appendix
A, page 77. Both teachers agreed to have their US History classes participate in the
study and agreed to print out and distribute the consent forms to the students.
Mutually convenient dates were set in which the experimenters would visit the
classes, collect consent forms, and then distribute the surveys for completion.

The researchers visited the classes approximately 1 week after the teachers had
given out the consent forms. The researchers collected the signed consent forms.
Then student assent forms, which explained the objectives of the study and that all
participation was voluntary, private, and confidential, were distributed to the stu-
dents. After turning in signed assent forms, students were given the survey instru-
ments. A copy of the student assent form is included in Appendix B, page 79.

Before students started to fill out the surveys, it was explained that apart from the
survey, another potential source of data regarding school attitude would be derived
from the publicly viewed portions of students’ social networking sites such as
Facebook. The experimenter stressed that at the end of the distributed survey they
would be asked to provide the online addresses of their social networking sites, but
that they could opt out (that is, leave this question blank) if desired. Students were
further notified that no experimenter would ask to “friend” (electronically apply to
join one’s digital peer group) any student who provided his or her Facebook or other
social network address. In addition they were told that no information from surveys
would be shared with their parents or teachers and that all responses would be kept
confidential.

The three-page survey instrument was administered as a group to the partici-
pants. The first page of the survey asked the respondent to supply basic demographic
information, including age, gender (male, female), and category of racial identity
(White, Hispanic/Latino, African-American, Asian, or other). The demographic
questions were followed by 50 question items asking for ratings based on a 7-point
Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” As previously
mentioned, the last page asked if students have a “social network page such as
Facebook, My Space, or a blog or other post site,” and if yes, participants were
asked to provide the address of that online location. Upon completion of the survey,
participants individually turned them in to the examiners. Students who did not
participate in the survey simply sat quietly while the participants completed the
surveys. Six participants who had turned in signed parent permission forms were
absent from school on the day surveys were completed. They were called out of
class the next day and the same assent form and survey procedures were adminis-
tered in the office of the school psychologist.
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Measures

Three variables, self-perception; motivation/self-regulation; and peer attitude, are
based, in part, on McCoach’s (2000a, 2000b) School Attitude Assessment Survey
(SAAS), a validated instrument which was developed by McCoach to evaluate issues
related to underachievement through an exploration of psychological factors which
impact adolescents’ attitude toward school. McCoach’s study was a cross validation
of an original pilot study which was intended to examine the content validity and
overall reliability of the SAAS instrument. The initial pilot study, which conducted
a process of content validation, proceeded as follows: 18 professors and doctoral
students of the education department of the University of Connecticut were asked to
rate how sure they were that a particular question item from the survey belonged to
one of four subscales, associated with school attitude. These four subscales were:
(1) self-regulation/motivation; (2) self-perception; (3) peer attitude; and (4) school
attitude. Judges with similar credentials then voted if they agreed with the responses
of the 18 members. McCoach retained the item (question) in one of the four sub-
scales if at least 80% of the judges “Agreed” or “Strongly Agreed” on the item.
The moderately high degree of content validity obtained from this cross valida-
tion suggests that McCoach’s (2000a, 2000b) subscales appear to measure the con-
structs to which they correspond. This is of particular importance to this study as it
lends support for the use of the measures on the SAAS that correspond with our
measure of school attitude. Furthermore, the obtained correlations between the four
factors reveal that the four constructs measured by the SAAS—self-regulation/
motivation; self-perception; peer attitude; and school attitude—were all statistically
significant at the specified level, p<.001 (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). (1) The stron-
gest correlation was between self-perception and school attitude, which was found
to be .72. (2) Another notably strong relationship emerged between the variables of
peer attitude and school attitude: a correlation of .68. (3) Less strongly correlated
than self-perception and school attitude, but still significant, was the correlation
between motivation and self-regulation which was .66. A technical report (McCoach,
2000a, 2000b) lists the items in each factor and explains how each was coded.
Further development of the survey instrument for the purposes of this study was
necessary. As mentioned previously, it is our contention that researchers are slow to
adopt measures which also include external, nonpsychological variables. This
observation has been made by others who contend that research in the domain of
how high school students feel about school (school attitude) is often measured
exclusively within one broad area, i.e., through affective measures or functionally,
such as through grades or performance measures (Libbey, 2004). As is apparent
through a review of the indicators used in our survey instrument, we will measure
both internal, psychological variables, as well as external and ecological measures.
McCoach (2000a, 2000b) sought to confirm both content and construct validity
of the SAAS as a metric for the psychological correlates of underachievement. As
previously stated, the SAAS survey items were derived from four constructs: (aca-
demic) self-perception, attitude toward school, motivation/self-regulation, and peer
attitudes. Of central importance, the McCoach study also examined the interrela-
tionships among the constructs, revealing strong, positively correlated relationships,
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including school attitude. The results revealed strong correlations between each
factor and school attitude (ranging from .68 to .72). This suggests that the factors
used in the SAAS survey are both valid and predictive for use in the present study’s
exploration of school attitude among high school students.

Further evidence of the construct validity in the application of the SAAS to the
measure of school connectedness is that it contains themes that are commonly rec-
ognized among research in this domain including: (a) academic engagement, (b)
belonging, (c) discipline/fairness, (d) extracurricular activities, (e) likes school, (f)
student voice, (g) peer relations, (h) safety, and (i) teacher support (Libbey, 2004).

The survey instrument was created to assess correlates of high school students’
attitude toward school. The survey is based, in part, on McCoach’s (2000a, 2000b)
School Attitude Assessment Survey (SAAS), which contained subscales comprising
psychological and social factors related to underachievement among able students.
In this study, portions of the SAAS subscale of school attitude was used to measure
our dependent variable. To measure levels of school attitude in individual students,
specifically to the study sample, we drew upon the 4 survey items representing
school attitude. Each of the four items was rated on a Likert scale of 1 (strongly
disagrees with the statement) to 7 (strongly agrees), as explained previously con-
cerning the survey instrument. An equally weighted composite for school attitude
was computed for each individual by simply adding the ratings of each school atti-
tude item, where 28 indicates the most positive attitude score possible. Measures of
central tendency for these composites, such as the mean and standard deviation,
were then calculated to provide an indication of spread around the mean score.

The original SAAS survey instrument demonstrated moderate to high interrater
reliability, and all were statistically significant, p<.001. Reliability coefficients
range from .51 to .84 with all except two coefficients at .79 or higher. An earlier
pilot study was performed when McCoach and colleagues completed a cross-
validation study in 2000. Results revealed that the reliability estimates of all four
subscales between the pilot and cross-validation studies of the SAAS instrument
were .85 and above (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). Furthermore, results from the cross-
validation study revealed that the fit of the cross-validated model was adequate
(x2=686.23, p<.002, CFI=.951, TLI=.942). A technical report lists the items in
each factor and explains how each was coded (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). For our
purposes, the SAAS survey instrument appears to be a valid means of investigating
school attitude. A copy of the survey instrument of the current study is included in
Appendix C, page 80.

As previously mentioned, an additional subscale, school bond was added to the
SAAS instrument in order to widen the scope of the survey and more closely provide
indicators of School Attitude. School Bond is a construct that Jenkins (1997) concep-
tualizes as a measure of emotional attachment to school and a sense of loyalty and
commitment to school rules, rituals, and routines. It is our contention that school
bond construct is an essential measure for school attitude as it represents an important
mediator variable and represents a sense of “buy-in” or respect of school as a social
institution. We speculate that school bond was not included in McCoach’s (2000a,
2000b) SAAS because the primary intent of that study was to measure psychological
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and internal factors such as motivation and regulation. Jenkins (1997) assertion of the
relevance of measures of school bond and its interaction with school attitude supports
our aim to include more external, less within-individual variables.

Data Analysis

The constructs explored in the literature review, which include McCoach’s (2000a,
2000b) original three variables, as well as our addition of a fourth variable, were the
basis for our 50 questions and are each provided with a cursory definition as follows:

Motivation and Self-regulation

Motivation and self-regulation describe the manner in which an individual can con-
trol, pace, and regulate their motivation, feelings, and actions in order to maintain a
goal (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994). This scale includes 11 question items on the
survey (e.g., “T have specific goals I want to accomplish”).

Self-perception

Self-perception, often referred to as “self-efficacy” in the literature, is defined as
one’s conceptualization and appraisal of themselves; an assessment of how likely
they are to be successful in the attainment of their goals. Self-perception is formed
largely through experience as well as feedback adopted from significant others
(Bandura, 1993). This scale includes 16 items on the survey (e.g., “l am
intelligent.”).

Attitude Toward School

Attitude toward school is described as the intensity of positive or negative affect for
or against and objects associated with school (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). The scale
includes 9 items on the survey (e.g., “Teachers deserve respect.”).

Peer Attitude

Peer attitude is represented by how a student perceives his or her friends’ attitude
toward school (McCoach, 2000a, 2000b). This scale includes 9 items on the survey
(e.g., “most of my friends are planning to go to college.”).
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School Bond

The school bond subscale includes 5 items on the survey (e.g., “I would be really
sad if this school had to close down” and “My teachers are interested in what I have
to say.”).

Through an unconditional, bivariate correlational analysis, we will first verify
McCoach’s (2000a, 2000b) findings of relationships among the variables that were
measured in the SAAS instrument in 2000. Specifically, we will verify the following
relationships found to be statistically significant, p<.001 by McCoach: (1) The
strongest correlation was between peer attitude and school attitude, with a reliability
coefficient of .77; (2) another notably strong relationship appeared between the vari-
ables of self-perception and school attitude, which was .72; and (3) less strongly
correlated than the previous two interrelationships, but still significant, is the corre-
lation between peer attitude and school attitude, with a reliability coefficient of .63.

The bivariate analysis will also be conducted to explore the correlation between
school bond and school attitude. We will compute Pearson coefficients to determine
correlations between the four factors and our dependent measure, school attitude:
(1) motivation/self-regulation, (2) self-perception, (3) peer attitude, and (4) school
bond. Finally, gender (male, female), motivation/self-regulation, self-perception,
and school bond will be analyzed using a two-tailed ¢ test to determine if there are
any gender effects and to investigate if any other significant interactions that might
be mediated by gender.

Summary

The current study involved a quantitative, survey-based exploration including a
bivariate correlational analysis, as well as a calculation of equally weighted com-
posites to explore correlates of school attitude among high school students. The
instrument for measurement was a 50-item survey which is based, in part, on the
SAAS which was used to study. The survey instrument for this study also includes
an additional, school bond subscale.



Chapter 4
Results

One hundred and three students participated in the study, and the gender composition
was the following: 62 females and 41 males. The sample was 86% White (n = 89),
7.8% Hispanic (n=8), 2.9% Black, 1.9% Asian (n=2), and 0.9% Other (n=1). This
study investigated the relationship among variables implicated in school attitude.
Specifically, the study highlighted the varying degrees of correlation between four
different factors—school bond, self-regulation/motivation, peer attitude, and self-
perception—with school attitude. The study sought to determine which factor is
most strongly related to school attitude, and how each of the four factors correlates
with each other. Table 4.1 presents the bivariate correlation matrix. Table 4.2
presents an exploration of intercorrelations such as between school bond and self-
regulation/motivation. Table 4.3 provides more generalized data: the degree of
agreement to each question item, by frequency and percent of the sample.

The study by McCoach (2000a, 2000b) which explored correlates of under-
achievement, which included school attitude factors, served as a point of reference.
We sought to verify the McCoach’s findings by comparing and contrasting them
with the findings of this study. Our survey instrument was a modified and expanded
version of McCoach’s validated student attitude and assessment survey (SAAS). We
added another factor—school bond—in response to empirical evidence in the litera-
ture which suggests that external measurements including hours spent in extracur-
ricular activities—a dimension of school bond (Jenkins, 1997)—show a
correspondence with school attitude. Data concerning school attitude and its signifi-
cant relation to school bond is presented in Table 4.1.

Another goal of the study was to obtain scores of school attitude among the indi-
viduals in this study sample. Through an analysis of the scores and measures of
central tendency, such as the mean school attitude score, we present a discussion of
school attitude as it applies to the sample.

The remainder of the chapter will proceed as follows: (1) we will discuss the
strength of correlation among school attitude and the four factors. We will describe
and identify the correlates as they range from strongest to weakest. This will include
a presentation of the intercorrelational findings between the factors. (2) We will
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Table 4.1 Correlations among school attitude and the four subscales

Self-regulation/
School attitude School bond Peer attitude motivation Self-perception

School attitude — .69%* A42% .39% 49%
*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

Table 4.2 Significant intercorrelations among the four factors

Peer attitude School bond Self-regulation/motivation
School bond .53% — .61%
*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

Table 4.3 School attitude indicators by frequency and as percentage of sample

Slightly agree ~ Agree Strongly agree
# (%) # (%) # (%)
I am intelligent 15 (14.6) 60 (58.3) 22(21.4)
This is a good school 23 (22.3) 52 (50.5) 14 (13.6)
If I find a difficult problem, I work harder 29 (28.2) 39 (37.9) 10 (9.7)
to solve it
My friends think I do well in school 23 (22.3) 37(359) 23(22.3)
I am confident in my school abilities 22 (21.4) 45 (43.7) 16 (15.5)
I am glad that I go to this school 16 (15.5) 37 (35.9) 19 (18.4)
Teachers deserve respect 14 (13.6) 31(30.1) 43 41.7)
I have specific goals that I want to accomplish 13 (12.6) 26 (25.2) 56 (54.4)
within the next year

My friends think that I am intelligent 25(24.3) 46 (44.7) 17 (16.5)
I am a good math student 25 (24.3) 26 (25.2) 22(21.4)
My friends take school seriously 22 (21.4) 28 (27.2)  39(37.9)
I am able to do well on tests 26 (25.2) 42 (40.8) 11 (10.7)
1 do well in school 25 (24.3) 45(43.7) 17 (16.5)
I like my teachers 37 (35.9) 29 (28.2) 14 (13.6)
School is important to me 17 (16.5) 44 (42.7) 31 (30.1)
My teachers make learning fun and interesting 23 (22.3) 10 (9.7) 4(3.9)
I am an “achiever” 33(32) 22 (21.4) 52(23.3)
Most of my friends are planning to go to college 10 (9.7) 36 (35) 52 (50.5)
I get in trouble a lot 5(4.9) 3(2.9) -

1 like school 22 (21.4) 23 (22.3) 3(2.9)
I am a good reader 23 (22.3) 31(30.1) 27(26.2)
I enjoy working hard 38 (36.9) 20 (19.4) 9(8.7)
My friends are good students 24 (23.3) 44 (2.7) 17 (16.5)
I learn new concepts quickly 32 (31.1) 37 (35.9) 13 (12.6)
School is interesting 28 (27.2) 17 (16.5) 7 (6.8)
I can learn anything I want 27 (26.2) 23(22.3) 23(22.3)
My friends achieve well in school 35 (34.0) 42 (40.8) 12 (11.7)
My friends have career goals 19 (18.4) 37(35.9) 20(19.4)
I am an underachiever 7 (6.8) 3(2.9) -

My friends study hard 23 (22.3) 32 (31.1) 5(4.9)

(continued)
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Table 4.3 (continued)

Slightly agree =~ Agree Strongly agree
# (%) # (%) # (%)

I am successful 24 (23.3) 35(34.00 22214

Time management skills are important 14 (13.6) 39379 30(29.1)
for academic success

I work hard at school 19 (18.4) 31(30.1) 37(35.9)

I am confident in my abilities to succeed at 34 (33.0) 28 (27.2)  20(19.4)
school

I concentrate on my schoolwork 24 (23.3) 39379 21(204)

I enjoying participating in extracurricular 23 (22.3) 29 (28.2) 13 (12.6)
Activities

I enjoy learning new things at school 15 (14.6) 24 (22.3) 40 (38.8)

I am a responsible student 25 (24.3) 32 (31.1) 45 (14.6)

Hard work will help get me ahead 27 (26.2) 26 (25.2)  31(30.1)

I am capable of getting good grades 21 (20.4) 31(30.1) 39(37.9)

My friends think school is important 7 (6.8) 42 (40.8) 49 (47.6)

I complete my schoolwork regularly 37 (35.9) 29 (28.2) 16 (15.5)

I start work on big projects shortly after they 14 (13.6) 39(37.9) 30(29.1)
are assigned

I am organized about my schoolwork 24 (23.3) 12 (11.7) 10 (9.7)

I used a variety of strategies to learn new 23 (22.3) 24 (23.3)  21(20.4)
material

I am proud of this school 29 (28.2) 20 (19.4) 8(7.8)

I would be sad if this school had to close down 28 (27.2) 18 (17.5) 8 (7.8)
for some reason

It would bother me if someone from another 13 (12.6) 22 (21.4)  29(28.2)
school said something bad about this school

It’s important to volunteer to help the school 19 (18.4) 23 (29.4) 13 (12.6)

and/or the students

Note: (n=103). Values for frequency and percentage of endorsements of “neither agree/nor dis-

agree”; “slightly disagree/disagree/strongly disagree” are not presented

compare and contrast the findings from the McCoach study with results of this
study. And (3) we will present the school attitude scores and relevant measures that
pertain to the current sample population.

Correlations Among the Four Factors and School Attitude

The correlations among the four factors and school attitude presented in Table 4.1
are as follows: school bond: .69; self-perception: .49; peer attitude: .42; and self-
regulation/motivation: .39. All correlations are significant (p <.01 level). Confirming
our hypothesis, all four factors appear to have some correlation with school attitude.
Of particular relevance for understanding the relations examined in this study is the
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finding that school bond was most strongly related to school attitude. A surprising
outcome of the data was that self-regulation/motivation was the factor with the
weakest correlation to school attitude.

The finding that school bond is closely correlated with school attitude confirms
one of our hypotheses which posited that factors related to commitment and extra-
curricular involvement, such as school bond (Jenkins, 1997), mediate school atti-
tude. A sample item of a school bond item from the survey is: “It’s important to
volunteer to help the school and/or students.” On this item, 50% of respondents
expressed agreement. The other 50% expressed disagreement or a neutral opinion:
neither agreeing nor disagreeing. The mean for this school bond item was 4.18
(SD=1.98) where a response of 4 represents “neither agree nor disagree.” The mode
for this item was 6, which represents “Agree” and was endorsed by 19% of the par-
ticipants. “Slightly Agree,” which corresponds to the rating of 5 on the survey
instrument, was endorsed by 17% of the participants. The following is a sample of
a school attitude item, “T am glad that I go to this school.” On this item, 69.8% of
respondents expressed agreement, and 30.2% expressed that either they were neu-
tral or they disagreed. Finally, the mean for this school attitude item was 5.14, and
the standard deviation was 1.61.

The other factors that are implicated in school attitude were only weakly corre-
lated. Self-regulation/motivation, as mentioned previously, was found to be corre-
lated at .39. We also note with interest that the strength of correlation of both peer
attitude and of self-perception was very similar in this study with correlations of .42
and .49, respectively. However, both are relatively low, but peer attitude, with a cor-
relation coefficient of .49, approaches a more moderate correlation.

The intercorrelations among school bond, the factor found to be most strongly
related, are presented in Table 4.2 and are as follows: peer attitude correlated with
school bond, .53, and school bond correlated with self-regulation/motivation, .61.
All correlations are significant (p <.01). The implications of the strong correlation
between school bond and self-regulation/motivation will be addressed in Chap. 5.

Comparison with Previous Study

Another goal of the study was to compare and contrast the findings of the McCoach
study. We were surprised to find a large number of differences among the two stud-
ies. While our data showed school bond to be the strongest correlate of school atti-
tude, with a correlation of .69, McCoach found self-perception to be most strongly
correlated with school attitude (r=.72). However, the data of this study demon-
strated that self-perception was the second-most strongly correlated factor (r=.49).

Of additional note was the discrepant degree of correlation found between pairs
regarding the McCoach study and this study. For instance, McCoach obtained a
high correlation of .66 for self-regulation/motivation with school attitude. In con-
trast, this study obtained a low correlation of .39 for this same construct. Finally, it
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was surprising to find a large difference among correlational strength concerning
peer attitude. This study obtained a value of .42. In comparison, McCoach obtained
a much stronger Pearson coefficient of .68.

School Attitude Composite for Study Sample

We were additionally interested in evaluating the collective school attitude among
individuals in this study sample. This equally weighted composite score was
obtained by first summing each individual’s score, with a highest possible school
attitude score of 28 and the lowest score of 6. The average of these sums was then
computed and was found to be 19.06 with a standard deviation of 4.77. Scores
ranged from 6 (the minimum) to 28 (the maximum). The most common score was
found to be 21 and accounted for 13.5% of all the computed scores. Table 4.3 pro-
vides the degree of agreement across question items on the survey in terms of fre-
quency and percent of the sample.

We were also interested in discovering if a robust difference in school attitude
existed across the gender variable. A two-tailed ¢ test indicated that there was no
significant difference for school attitude among male and female students. This is
reflected in the fact that responses to school attitude items across gender were very
similar. For instance, the question, “school is interesting” (from the school atti-
tude subscale), revealed mean scores of 4.2 (SD=1.6) for boys and 4.34 (SD = 1.8)
for girls.



Chapter 5
Discussion

This study was designed to address correlates of school attitude among high school
students, based on theoretical and empirical knowledge from previous studies. One
study in particular by McCoach (2000a, 2000b) revealed important, statistically
significant factors that are related to school attitude.

Our review of the literature revealed that the majority of studies concerning school
attitude or of related constructs employed intraindividual, psychological measures.
Many researchers used only traditional, psychological measures such as well-being,
and motivation to measure school attitude. While psychological measures are
important for the evaluation of school attitude, we felt that measures that concern
observable behavior (e.g., participation in extracurricular activities), as well as fac-
tors stemming from student—teacher rapport were also important considerations for
measuring school attitude. Therefore, we created a survey instrument to include the
school bond subscale. School bond indicators included dimensions of school spirit,
sense of membership (such as extracurricular activities), attitude about school rules,
and also teacher behaviors (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Jenkins, 1997).

Our main goal was to discover the correlational strength between school attitude
and the four factors employed in the survey. Specifically, we wanted to discover
which of the four factors appeared to be most predictive of school attitude. Through
this investigation, we also planned to compare the correlational findings of school
attitude that were found in the McCoach study.

We hypothesized that all four of the factors we employed in our survey instrument—
self-regulation and motivation; peer attitude, self-concept, and school bond—would
be at least moderately correlated with school attitude. Substantial research for each of
these four factors has documented the significant impact that each has on the levels of
student well-being, achievement, and adjustment at school.

An additional area of interest for this study involved the sample population itself.
We were interested in computing a composite measure to assess levels of school
attitude among the individuals at Malibu High School, who comprised our sample.
We anticipated that this discovery might also reveal differences in attitude across the
variable of gender.
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Data revealed that all four factors were correlated with school attitude at the speci-
fied level (p <.01). School bond was the most strongly associated factor with school
attitude. Through a bivariate correlational analysis, the obtained coefficient of .69
between school attitude and school bond revealed a strong correlation between the
two. Significantly weaker, but still significant (p<.01) were correlations found
among the other three factors. The correlation with self-perception was found to be
.49; peer attitude .42, and finally with self-regulation and motivation .39.

The average school attitude composite of the students was 19.06 (SD=4.77),
where 28 points was the maximum score, and represented the most positive school
attitude. The median composite score was 20. One school attitude survey item, in
particular, is helpful by way of reference: for the item, “I like school,” 46.6% of the
sample expressed agreement (with only 2.9% endorsing, “Strongly Agree”). Given
that less than half of the sample agreed that they liked school, and considering the
average score of 19.06, we conclude that the school attitude of the study sample,
overall, is only mildly positive.

Degree of school bond for the sample was also evaluated. It was found that in
response to the school bond question item, “I am proud of this school,” 49.6% of the
sample expressed agreement, with a mean score of 4.49 (SD = 1.52), where 4 repre-
sents “neither agree nor disagree.” We note with interest that similar percentages of
agreement were found for the school bond item and for the school attitude item in
these two questions.

The researchers of this study offer several explanations for the strong correlation
(r=.69), which was found between school bond and school attitude. It seems rea-
sonable to conclude that students who agree with statements that confirm school
pride (e.g., “T am proud of this school”) are generally feeling positive about their
school experience. The converse also seems to be true: it is unlikely that students
who dislike school (who are experiencing more negative than positive emotions)
would express feeling proud of their school.

It also seems reasonable to speculate that students who report that they partici-
pate in extracurricular activities—another indicator of school bond (Jenkins,
1997)—have a positive school attitude. On the school bond question item, “I enjoy
participating in extra-curricular activities,” the mean score was 4.89 (SD=1.49).
63.1% of the sample agreed that they enjoyed participating in extracurricular
activities. We surmise that students with strong connections to their clubs, sports, or
other extracurricular activities are likely to appraise their school environment more
positively than students with weak connections to extracurricular activities.
Additionally, we point out that clubs and sports are not mandatory; students choose
to join them. It is likely that students who choose to spend their free time engaged
in these activities regard school positively; otherwise, they would not join the extra-
curricular activities in the first place.

Another dimension of school bond involves attitude toward teachers. Studies
have illustrated that an important part of students’ emotional engagement, or “bond”
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with school involves the quality of their interactions with their teachers, as well as
the degree to which students’ feel supported by the teachers (Jenkins, 1997). On the
school bond item, “teachers make learning fun and interesting,” 35.9% of the sam-
ple expressed agreement, with a mean score of 3.95 (SD = 1.5). While this finding
shows that roughly two-thirds of the students do not agree that teachers make learn-
ing fun and interesting, other data with this sample of students demonstrates posi-
tive feelings toward teachers. For the item, “I like my teachers,” 77.7% of participants
expressed agreement: mean score=5.17, and SD =1.31.

Together, these two teacher-related items suggest the following: Overall, stu-
dents do not appear to feel that their classroom learning is “fun” or “interesting’;
however, they still feel positive regard for their teachers. The students may simply
accept that classroom learning, although important, is a mundane chore that must be
managed. That the majority still expresses liking their teachers probably suggests
that despite somewhat dull instruction, students feel respected and supported by
their teachers. This suggests that feeling respected and supported by teachers is
what is most important regarding this dimension of school bond.

In summarizing the strong correlation found between school bond and school
attitude, we mention a note of caution in interpretation. That the two constructs are
associated with each other does not imply causation. The results of this study do not
establish that school bond causes positive school attitude nor that the reverse is true.
However, it is likely that the two constructs share a bidirectional relationship, in
which the impact of one construct may exert some effect on the other. In other
words, positive feelings at school may predispose students to have more school bond
(i.e., school pride and school spirit). Positive feelings enhance interest in attending
and joining extra (nonacademic) events. Similarly, we speculate that students who
have a fundamentally strong degree of school bond, and therefore want to join and
participate in school activities, probably find the experience rewarding. This in turn
increases the likelihood that they will continue to participate in future activities.

We now review the correlational relationships that were found among the other
factors and school attitude. Peer attitude was found to be lower than expected
(r=.49), especially in light of McCoach’s obtained correlation of .68. However,
other researchers have supported the claim that school bond is more significant to
school attitude than are peer attitudes. Research by Goodenow and Grady (1993)
demonstrated that school bond can exert a stronger influence on school attitude than
peer attitude. When they were able to isolate the impact of school belonging on
school attitude, by excluding the impact of peer values, school belonging showed an
enduring, statistically significant impact on motivated-related measures (Goodenow
& Grady, 1993). Goodenow and Grady conclude that school belonging, or, “The
extent to which they feel personally accepted, respected, included and supported
by others—especially teachers and other adults in the school social environment,”
(p. 61) has a much stronger impact on levels of motivation and school attitude than
do peer values (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).

A plausible explanation for the higher correlation of peer attitudes in the
McCoach study is that the differences were due to the composition of their study
sample. While this study sampled a high school population, the McCoach study
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analyzed both middle school students and high school students. In middle school,
children are uniquely sensitive to peers’ opinions and influence, as this is the time
in which cliques and distinct groups first emerge (Brown, 2004). A strong need to
conform and fit in can cause anxiety, thus the early adolescent works hard to follow
the “specific rules” and to feel the same way about school (Cobb, 2001). In this way,
school attitude in middle school is likely more strongly influenced by peers than in
high school students. If this is true, then the stronger correlation obtained between
school attitude and peer attitude may have been due to the influence of the middle
school segment of the sample in the McCoach study.

Another observation concerning the results of this study is that the peer attitude
data reveals similar, shared attitudes and behaviors toward school. For instance,
86.5% expressed agreement to the item “My friends take school seriously.” Another
question item showed overwhelming agreement across the sample: “My friends are
planning to attend college” was agreed upon by 95.2% of the students. Finally, another
question item showed a large degree of agreement across the entire sample: “School
is important to me” was agreed upon by 89.3% of the students. Clearly, this popula-
tion of students is conscientious about school, and most plan to attend college.

Given this homogeneity—the shared attitudes on the importance of school and
college—peer attitude appeared to represent a constant variable. Therefore, it seems
that the variability in degree of school attitude is attributable to factors other than
peer attitude. We conclude that levels of school bond appear to be the most predic-
tive of school attitude in this study.

Limitations of the Study

First, the results that were obtained in this study are not ideal from which to general-
ize about school attitude among culturally and socioeconomically diverse popula-
tions. Students of diverse cultural (and socioeconomic) groups represented only a
small portion of the study sample. The overwhelming majority of the students were
White (86%) while 7.8% identified as Hispanic, 2.9% as Black, and 2.8% identified
as Asian or “other.” Due to the underrepresentation of minority groups in the study,
the generalizability of the findings must be interpreted with caution. Likewise, given
the demographic data of the surrounding area, whereby the median household
income was found to be $102,021 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000), diversity of
sociometric status was also underrepresented. The results may thus best represent
an estimate of school attitude and its correlates among mainly White, middle-, and
upper-middle-class students.

However, anecdotal reports lead us to believe that the similarity of the partici-
pants may have outweighed any other demographic differences in terms of their
experiences and responses to the survey questions of the study. Specifically, teach-
ers and school psychologists from the school commented that many of the students
at the school share similarities in interests, behaviors, and attitudes.
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Ideally, a population sample which comprises a more culturally and economi-
cally diverse group would yield a more realistic picture of school attitude across
these important demographic variables. We could then obtain a more generalizable
set of conclusions if there were equal representation of minorities and lower middle-
class and disadvantaged student populations. We speculate, too, that unlike the cur-
rent sample, in which we found very similar attitudes toward educational aspirations,
varying degrees of socioeconomic status would differentially affect the value placed
on matters such as attending college.

Another possible limitation was the survey instrument itself. In constructing the
survey, we were careful to make the number of items as small as possible in order
to limit the time necessary to fill them out. If it were too long, we reasoned, the
participants might become tired or bored, which, of course, would bias the responses
they gave. However, given an ideal situation, for example—the luxury of an addi-
tional session of testing—we would have installed an additional set of questions.
These questions would have more closely tapped variables related to parents. For
instance, survey questions would measure the role of mothers’ mindsets about the
flexibility of children’s ability and intelligence, as this has been shown to shape the
type of involvement parents have in their children’s learning as well as to shape
students’ subsequent attitude toward learning and school.

Implications and Directions for Future Research

The findings of this study have far-reaching implications for promoting positive
school attitude on high school campuses. School bond can be conceptualized as the
degree to which students, in effect, believe that their school is a beneficial, reward-
ing place which supports their achievement and well-being. Specifically, in order
for students to have optimal levels of school bond, they need to feel that: (a) they
belong to and/or identify with some aspect of school; (b) teachers support their
efforts and respect them as students; and (c) school is sufficiently rewarding to the
extent that they freely choose to join extracurricular activities.

If the above-described characteristics and factors are part of a given school, this
research suggests that students are likely to experience higher levels of positive
school attitude. We would encourage school personnel to disseminate these findings
to classroom teachers, who are the adults most directly interacting with the stu-
dents. We would also encourage practitioners, community leaders, and policymak-
ers to allocate resources toward extracurricular activities, such as clubs, sports, and
school-wide events. Personnel who are attentive to these extracurricular activities,
along with adequate funding provided by stakeholders, can foster enjoyable, rele-
vant, and meaningful activities, which are especially needed for at-risk students.
Similarly, we remind school professionals that a climate that is supportive and
respectful to all learners is critical for student well-being in which individuals and
communities can thrive.
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Further research is needed to decipher differences in school bond among different
segments of school populations. For instance, how do different cliques, i.e., those
known in popular culture as “jocks and nerds” (see Brown & Klute, 2003, for a
review) differentially experience school pride, sense of membership, and teacher
attributes? Although it sounds obvious, ideally teachers would be directly evaluated
on their ability to make students feel heard and respected.

Finally, as mentioned in the limitations discussion, future research is needed to
decipher differences in school attitude among diverse cultural groups. Future
research should compile cultural/socioeconomic differences. Finally, research has
established that parent attitude and involvement in their children’s learning have
important implications for how students in high school ultimately feel about school
and learning. To the extent that parent education is possible—we would encourage
elementary schools and high schools to educate parents about the link between their
views of schooling and ability and that of their children’s.
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