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Previous studies pointed out that dealing with diffi-
cult behaviour is perceived by teachers as a major
challenge in inclusive settings. However, research
on the students’ perception of the classroom beha-
vioural climate (CBC) is rare. Therefore, this study
aims to examine students’ perceptions of CBC and
to identify predictors of CBC as well as associated
variables. The sample consists of 650 German stu-
dents from secondary schools (5th-9th grade) of
whom 83 students are diagnosed with special edu-
cational needs (SEN). CBC was measured via four
subscales (‘students’ possibilities to study and con-
centrating on teaching’, ‘disruptive behaviour’,
physical and psychological safety’ and caring for
the physical environment’). Results show signifi-
cant differences in students’ perceptions of CBC
between students from different school tracks. Fur-
thermore, gender (being male) and SEN (having a)
predict the perception of physical and psychologi-
cal safety’. Additionally, social inclusion, emotional
experience as well as teacher support and care
are associated with CBC. Accordingly, a positive
CBC is important for the successful implementa-
tion of inclusive education: while diversity in class-
rooms is a challenge for behavioural climate, poor
behavioural climate may also pose specific barri-
ers to learning for some students with SEN and
thus is a general challenge for equity in inclusive
classrooms.

Introduction
The successful implementation of inclusion has been one
of the most important goals of European education policy
in recent years, including Germany. With the entry into
force and ratification of the United Nations’ Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), Ger-
many has committed itself to establish an inclusive school

system (United Nations, 2006). As a major challenge in
inclusive settings, teachers perceive the teaching of stu-
dents with behavioural difficulties (Spilt and Koomen,
2009) and classroom disruptions as major stress factors
(Klassen and Chiu, 2010).

Consequently, it can be assumed that a positive classroom
climate, where the role of the teacher is important, can be
regarded as a necessary condition for the successful
implementation of inclusion. In previous studies, class-
room climate has been operationalised in various ways.
In this study, the understanding of behavioural climate is
based on the work of N€arhi, Kiiski, Peitso, and Savolai-
nen (2015) as well as on N€arhi, Kiiski, and Savolainen
(2017) and includes both positive as well as negative ele-
ments of climate. This classroom behavioural climate
(CBC) includes positive learning possibilities, disruptive
behaviours, psychological and physical safety and caring
about the classroom environment. Good CBC is a product
of both teacher and student behaviour. The teacher, with
his/her pedagogical and classroom management practices,
provides the basis for good behavioural climate and the
students are responsible for their own behaviour to main-
tain good behavioural climate.

This understanding of CBC is based on the operational
definition of behavioural climate by Levin and Nolan
(2010) which states that disruptive behaviours hamper the
students’ possibilities to concentrate on learning, disrupt
teaching and learning situations, threaten the psychologi-
cal or physical safety of the students or disrupt the physi-
cal environment of the classroom. Good behavioural
climate can be defined as a situation where students can
concentrate on learning, can feel both psychologically
and physically safe, take appropriate care of the physical
environment, and do not, with their own behaviours, dis-
rupt learning situations.

A look into the literature shows that the topic CBC has
not yet been sufficiently investigated in this form. Never-
theless, related research, such as on students’ well-being,
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bullying, class climate and disciplinary climate, gives
interesting indications of its importance in an inclusive
context. Teachers in inclusive contexts find dealing with
challenging behaviour to be particularly stressful and dif-
ficult (Leidig and P€ossinger, 2017). Thus, teachers regard
disruptions in teaching as one of the most difficult aspects
of (inclusive) education (Eckstein, Grob and Reusser,
2016). But not only teachers, students also struggle with
peers with behaviour problems (Schwab, 2018). Research
shows a strong link between classroom disciplinary cli-
mate and students’ individual school outcomes (Hattie,
2009; Scheerens, Witziers and Steen, 2013; Sortkær and
Reimer, 2018). Therefore, it is meaningful to also address
this topic as an important issue in the implementation of
inclusive schooling. In addition, negative peer relations
impact individual students’ well-being and health. For
instance, being a victim of bullying harms students’ psy-
chosocial development (Andreou, Didaskalou and Vla-
chou, 2015; Rose, Monda-Amaya and Espelage, 2011).
At the same time, several studies suggest that a positive
classroom climate is beneficial for students’ well-being
and health. For example, Rathmann et al., (2018) indicate
that classroom climate is associated with students’ life–
satisfaction.

Predictors of classroom behavioural climate
It is well known that boys show more negative behaviour
compared with girls, for example in the form of physi-
cally aggressive behaviour (Lansford et al., 2012) or more
non-compliant classroom behaviour than girls (Schwab,
Eckstein, and Reusser, 2019). However, there is a lack of
research regarding the question if boys perceive more
negative behaviour of peers compared with girls. Some
studies found evidence that girls perceive the disciplinary
climate in class more positive than boys (Koth, Bradshaw
and Leaf, 2008). Some other studies, however, found no
gender difference in the perceived classroom climate. For
example, in the study of Dursley and Betts (2015), there
are no gender differences in the perceptions of the seri-
ousness of disruptive behaviours. In a study by Persson
and Svensson (2017), girls characterised the classroom
climate as messier and disorderly compared with boys.
This is in line with the results of Sortkær and Reimer
(2018) showing evidence for students from five different
countries that girls perceive the disciplinary climate in
class less positively than boys.

Next to gender, students’ age/school grades might also
influence CBC. According to the results of Kaufman
et al., (2019), students from lower grades show less nega-
tive behaviour compared with students from higher
grades. Dursley and Betts (2015) show that students in
the elementary school (aged 9–11 years) perceived dis-
ruptive classroom behaviours more serious than students
in middle school (aged 11–13 years). Bru (2006) found
that grade 9 students (secondary school) reported more
disrespectful and disruptive behaviour than grade 6 stu-
dents (primary school).

Research involving students with SEN reveals that stu-
dents with SEN show a higher level of negative beha-
viour than students without SEN (Schwab, 2014; Mand,
2007). Furthermore, students with SEN perceive more
negative behaviour of peers (e.g. they are more often vic-
timised) compared with their peers (Schwab, 2014;
Farmer et al., 2012; Rose et al., 2013). In addition to this,
students with hyperactivity express more negative beha-
viour than students who are not hyperactive (Schwab
et al., 2019; LeBlanc et al., 2008; Wheeler and Carlson,
1994). It has also been demonstrated that there is moder-
ate association between hyperactivity and breaking rules
as well as aggressiveness (Wheeler and Carlson, 1994).

Complementary to the individual characteristics of stu-
dents, factors of the environment also influence CBC.
Students who receive more social support and have better
social relations in class might perceive a better class cli-
mate. In this vein, studies revealed that behavioural prob-
lems are linked with the poorer relationship between
teachers and students (Al-Yagon and Mikulincer, 2004;
Baker, Grant and Morlock, 2008; Henricsson and Rydell,
2004; Meehan, Hughes and Cavell, 2003; Murray and
Murray, 2004). Further, a more positive teacher–student
relationship leads to less deviant behaviour of students
(Schwab et al., 2019). In the studies on students’ percep-
tions on classroom management, three aspects of good
teacher quality were constantly identified (Woolfolk Hoy
and Weinstein, 2011). Students value teachers establish-
ing positive relations with the students while exercising
authority and using creative pedagogical strategies.

This research is framed within inclusive education. The
aim of inclusive education is to perceive all students with
their individual abilities and skills, to accept them and to
support them. In this mainstream understanding of inclu-
sion, identifying student with special educational needs
(SEN) may seem controversial. Diagnosing SEN is seen
to impose a negative label on the students with increased
risk for social inclusion. However, in some school sys-
tems identification may be necessary to allow access to
support resources. (Lauchlan, and Boyle, 2007). We
recognise this controversiality and that SEN is a non-
transparent concept as there are no uniform guidelines or
criteria for classifying students as having SEN and,
hence, international as well as intra-national comparisons
are problematic (Schwab, Kopp-Sixt and Bernat., 2015).
However, we wish at the same time to recognise that
problematic behaviour and related negative classroom
behavioural climate are a major challenge for inclusion
and building truly inclusive educational systems requires
new measures to solve these challenges.

Research question
In previous studies, the students’ perspective on CBC has
been largely ignored, and the possible differences of dif-
ferent kinds of students in the perceptions of behavioural
climate are largely unknown. From the perspective of
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inclusive education, it is of utmost importance to find out
how students themselves see their classroom behavioural
climate, which is one important indicator of the actual
learning conditions in a classroom. Consequently, this
study aims to determine factors that are associated with
the lower secondary grade students’ perception of CBC.
Using the CBC scale with its four subscales (students’
possibilities to study and concentrating on teaching; dis-
ruptive behaviour; physical and psychological safety; and
caring for the physical environment), the following
research questions about group differences will be exam-
ined:

• Do students from different school tracks differ in their
perception of their CBC?

• Do boys and girls differ in their perception of their
CBC?

• Do students with and without SEN differ in their per-
ception of their CBC?

• Do students with and without hyperactivity differ in
their perception of their CBC?

• Do students with and without conduct problems differ
in their perception of their CBC?

• Do students from different grades differ in their percep-
tion of their CBC?

In addition, the relationship between teaching experience
as well as class behaviour problems (hyperactivity & con-
duct problems) and the CBC will be investigated.

Finally, correlations between CBC and students’ social
inclusion as well as the inclusion climate will be calcu-
lated to report on possible outcomes of CBC.

Methodology

Participants
Since Germany is a federally organised country (16 fed-
eral states), each federal state is responsible for convert-
ing the CRPD into valid law and adapting its school
systems accordingly. In North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW),
a federal state of Germany, such a law came into force
on the 1st of August 2014 which states that joint learning
of students with and without SEN will become the stan-
dard case (Ministerium f€ur Schule und Bildung des Lan-
des Nordrhein-Westfalen, 2013). Therefore, regular
schools are faced with the challenge of meeting the new
requirements. This is especially difficult for lower sec-
ondary schools, as the Federal Republic of Germany has
a selective school system which aims to achieve the
greatest possible homogeneity by requiring students to
choose between different types of schools after primary
school (4th grade) according to their academic perfor-
mance (Blanck, Edelstein and Powell, 2013). The school
types vary both in their duration and in their performance
requirements. Consequently, they prepare students for dif-
ferent pathways from higher education to vocational edu-
cation (D€obert, 2002). The selective school system aims

to create groups that are as homogeneous as possible so
that schooling can be as uniform as possible (Blanck
et al., 2013). Statistical analyses show that more and
more schools, even at the lower secondary level, are edu-
cating students with SEN (Kemper et al., 2019; Klemm,
2014, 2015). Accordingly, in inclusive settings, the teach-
ers are confronted with a comprehensive heterogeneity of
the student body and it is important to address all individ-
ual needs of the students.

Therefore, the data for this study were collected as part
of the cross-sectional study Resources and Efficacy of
Inclusive Education in lower secondaryschools (RESE) in
the autumn of 2017 in Germany. A total of 42 classes (in
which at least one student with SEN was taught) in the
5th to 9th grades from lower secondary schools in North
Rhine-Westphalia completed a paper–pencil question-
naire. For the selection of schools and classes, care was
taken to ensure that both schools from urban and rural
areas with varying socioeconomic status participated.

For this study, the sample consisted of 650 students (52.1%
boys and 47.9% girls) of whom 83 (12.9%) were identified
as having SEN. 14.3% of the students were 5th graders,
20.9% were 6th graders, 24.6% were 7th graders, 23.5%
were 8th graders, and 16.6% were 9th graders. The distribu-
tion of students by type of school is as follows: 7.4%
attended a general secondary modern school (i.e.
Hauptschule), 3.2% community school (i.e. Gemeinschaftss-
chule), 8.5% a secondary school (i.e. Sekundarschule), 9.8%
a comprehensive school (i.e. Gesamtschule), 54% a interme-
diate secondary modern school (i.e. Realschule) and 17.1%
a grammar school (i.e. Gymnasium).

Instrumentation

Students’ perception of CBC. The CBC consists of four
subscales ‘students’ possibilities to study and concentrate on
teaching’ (three items; e.g. ‘We can concentrate well on
teaching’), ‘disruptive behaviour’ (three items; e.g. ‘We
disturb each other in our learning’), ‘physical and
psychological safety’ (three items, e.g. ‘We harm other
students or threaten to harm others’) and ‘caring for the
physical environment’ (two items, e.g. ‘We take good care
of the classroom equipment’). Students rated the CBC on a
four-point Likert scale (1 = Never, 2 = During some
lessons, 3 = During most of the lessons and 4 = During all
lessons). Adequate reliability was found for the total scale
(a = .82) as well as for all three of the four subscales:
‘students’ possibilities to study and concentrate on teaching’
(a = .75), ‘disruptive behaviour’ (a = .75) and ‘physical
and psychological safety’ (a = .72). The subscale, ‘caring
for physical environment’, consists of only two items
between which, however, a medium correlation (r = .41)
could be determined.

Students’ social inclusion. Social inclusion was assessed
using the same-named subscale of the German version of
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the Perception of Inclusion Questionnaire- – Student
Version (PIQ) (Venetz, Zurbriggen, Eckhart, Schwab and
Hessels, 2015; Venetz, Zurbriggen and Eckhart, 2014).
Within four items (e.g. ‘I have a lot of friends in my
class.’), students rated their social inclusion on a four-
point Likert scale (1 = not at all true, 2 = somewhat not
true, 3 = somewhat true and 4 = certainly true). Venetz
et al., (2014), as well as Zurbriggen, Venetz, Schwab and
Hessels (2017), have already shown that the psychometric
quality of this short scale is high.

Inclusion climate scale. The perception of teachers’
support and care was measured using the Inclusion
Climate Scale (ICS) (Schwab, Sharma and Loreman.,
2018). The scale consists of two subscales (Teacher
Support and Care and Emotional Experience) and 14
items. Both subscales have seven items, for example, ‘I
receive enough help from teachers if I struggle to do
school work’ (Teacher Support and Care) and ‘I enjoy
coming to school every day’ (Emotional Experience). The
ICS uses a four-point Likert-type rating scale (1 = Not at
all true, 2 = Somewhat not true, 3 = Somewhat true and
4 = Certainly true). The total scale and subscales had
high-reliability coefficients (Schwab, Sharma and
Loreman, 2018).

SEN. The status of the students’ SEN was stated by the
teachers based on North Rhine-Westphalian legislation.
SEN are either learning, sensory disability and/or social
and emotional disorders. The largest group of students
were diagnosed with learning disabilities. No SEN
subgroups were formed because the number of
participants with SEN types other than learning
disabilities was limited.

Hyperactivity and conduct problems. To measure
hyperactivity and conduct problems, the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 2001)
subscales of the same name were used. The teachers
filled out the SDQ for each student. The SDQ is used as
a brief behavioural screening. Besides conduct problems
and hyperactivity, it also measures peer relation problems
and prosocial behaviour.

Teaching experience. Teaching experience is assessed by
how many years the teachers have been teaching.

Ethics
In order to ensure the ethical safety of the present study,
ethical approval was given by the ethics committee of the
University of Wuppertal. Participation was voluntary for
all participants (school, teachers and students). Written
informed consent was obtained from all participants in
advance. Since the students were still minors, their par-
ents or guardians were asked for permission in this case.
All participants were allowed to ask questions at all
times. Furthermore, they were free to withdraw their con-
sent at any time during the study. In case of withdrawal

of consent, all data were immediately removed from the
data set. The protection of anonymity was a top priority
in this study. Accordingly, all names were replaced by
numerical codes.

Results

Descriptive results and differences between students from
different tracks
Table 1 gives an overview of the mean scores of all sub-
scales. Related to the theoretical mean of the scales
(M = 2.5) for three out of the four subscales students’
ratings are close to it. Only for students’ ratings of ‘phys-
ical and psychological safety’, the empirical mean was
above the theoretical mean of the scale.

Further, a multivariate analysis of variance for all four
subscales as dependent variables and the school track as
an independent variable was calculated with SEN and the
SES as control variables. The results indicate significant
differences in the CBC (F5,596 = 7.43, P < .01,
Eta2 = .06). Univariate analyses show significant differ-
ence between different school tracks in three subscales
(students’ possibilities to study and concentrating on
teaching: F5,596 = 2.66, P < .05, Eta2 = .02, physical and
psychological safety: F5,596 = 3.88, P < .01, Eta2 = .03,
caring for the physical environment: F5,596 = 6.54,
P < .01, Eta2 = .05). For disruptive behaviour, no signifi-
cant effect was found (F5,596 = 1.24, n.s.). Pairwise com-
parisons indicate that students from Gesamtschule
perceived less ‘physical and psychological safety’ com-
pared with students from Realschule (P < .05) and stu-
dents from Gymnasium (P < .01). In addition, students
from Gesamtschule perceive less ‘caring for the physical
environment’ compared with students from Gymnasium
(P < .05), Hauptschule (P < .01) and Realschule
(P < .01).

Multilevel regression analyses – Predicting Students’
perception of classroom behaviour climate
First, correlations between the predictors (on students’
level) and the dependent variables were calculated (see
Table 2).

The results show rather weak correlations between all
CBC subscales and gender. Positive correlations between
three (‘students’ possibilities to study and concentrating
on teaching’, ‘physical and psychological safety’, ‘caring
for physical environment’) of the four subscales and gen-
der were found. Compared to boys, girls show higher val-
ues in terms of ‘students’ possibilities to study and
concentrate on teaching’, ‘physical and psychological
safety’ and ‘caring for the physical environment’. Boys,
on the other hand, notice more disruptive behaviour in
class than girls.

For the relationship between SEN and the subscales of
the CBC, significant but weak correlations were found for
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three of the four subscales. The results reveal that stu-
dents with SEN rate ‘disruptive behaviour’ in the class-
room higher than students without SEN, while students
without SEN rate ‘physical and psychological safety’ and
‘caring for the physical environment’ higher than students
with SEN. With regard to the predictor ‘hyperactivity’,
only a weak negative correlation with the subscale ‘stu-
dents’ possibilities to study and concentrating on teach-
ing’ could be identified. Students with lower levels of
‘hyperactivity’ rated higher ‘students’ possibilities to
study and concentrate on teaching’. Significant negative

correlations were detected between the predictor ‘conduct
problems’ and three subscales of the CBC. Students with
fewer conduct problems show higher values for ‘students’
possibilities to study and concentrate on teaching’, ‘physi-
cal and psychological safety’ and ‘caring for the physical
environment’.

To take the hierarchical structure of the data into account
(students are nested into classes), multi-level-regression
analyses were calculated. All metric variables were z-
standardised for these analyses. First, empty models

Table 1: Means and standard deviations for CBC subscale scores

Students’ possibilities to study and
concentrating on teaching

M (SD)

Disruptive
behaviour
M (SD)

Physical and
psychological safety

M (SD)

Caring for the physical
environment
M (SD)

Total sample (N = 650) 2.54 (0.64) 2.23 (0.68) 3.36 (0.67) 2.80 (0.80)

Boys (N = 333) 2.49 (0.66) 2.32 (0.70) 3.20 (0.74) 2.73 (0.81)

Girls (N = 306) 2.59 (0.61) 2.15 (0.65) 3.52 (0.55) 2.87 (0.79)

Students without SEN

(N = 559)

2.55 (0.62) 2.19 (0.66) 3.41 (0.63) 2.84 (0.76)

Students with SEN (N = 83) 2.49 (0.73) 2.48 (0.73) 3.04 (0.82) 2.56 (1.02)

Students in Hauptschule

(N = 48)

2.53 (0.66) 2.34 (0.65) 3.18 (0.75) 2.97 (0.75)

Students in Realschule

(N = 351)

2.63 (0.63) 2.19 (0.78) 3.40 (0.70) 2.92 (0.78)

Students in Sekundarschule

(N = 55)

2.44 (0.60) 2.32 (0.60) 3.30 (0.62) 2.67 (0.86)

Students in Gymnasium

(N = 111)

2.47 (0.64) 2.19 (0.72) 3.52 (0.52) 2.74 (0.72)

Students in Gesamtschule

(N = 64)

2.35 (0.68) 2.43 (0.79) 3.08 (0.67) 2.29 (0.89)

Students in

Gemeinschaftsschule

(N = 21)

2.40 (0.51) 2.10 (0.55) 3.21 (0.53) 2.65 (0.73)

5th graders (N = 93) 2.65 (0.74) 2.27 (0.71) 3.41 (0.72) 3.11 (0.81)

6th graders (N = 136) 2.51 (0.67) 2.28 (0.64) 3.37 (0.71) 2.89 (0.78)

7th graders (N = 160) 2.46 (0.63) 2.32 (0.70) 3.40 (0.61) 2.81 (0.84)

8th graders (N = 153) 2.49 (0.53) 2.21 (0.65) 3.24 (0.64) 2.65 (0.77)

9th graders (N = 108) 2.71 (0.63) 2.03 (0.68) 3.40 (0.69) 2.62 (0.73)

Table 2: Correlations between the CBC subscale scores and gender, SEN status, hyperactivity and conduct prob-
lems

Students’ possibilities to study
and concentrating on teaching Disruptive behaviour

Physical and psychological
safety

Caring for the physical
environment

Gender .08* �.13** .24** .09*

SEN �.03 .14** �.18** �.12**

Hyperactivity �.14** .02 �.05 �.06

Conduct problems �.17** .05 �.12* �.16**

*P < .05, **P < .01.

ª 2021 The Authors. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of National Association for Special Educational Needs 5

Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, �� ��–��



(without predictors) were calculated to estimate the vari-
ance on the class level. For all four subscales, the signifi-
cant variance on the class level was found (see Table 3).
The amount of variance on class level varies between 7%
and 15%.

Next, all subscales models with predictors on students’
and class levels were calculated. For all four subscales,
having SEN, hyperactivity, conduct problems, grade level
and teaching experience do not significantly predict CBC
(see Tables 4–7). For ‘physical and psychological safety’,
the results show that girls perceive a higher level com-
pared with boys (t420.72 = 3.34, P < .01).

Correlations – Outcomes of classroom behavioural
climate
‘Social inclusion’ is positively and significantly related to
the subscales ‘students’ possibilities to study and concen-
trate on teaching’, ‘physical and psychological safety’ and
‘caring for the physical environment’. There is a negative
significant correlation between ‘social inclusion’ and ‘dis-
ruptive behaviour’. Furthermore, there are positively sig-
nificant correlations between ‘emotional experiences’ and
the three subscales (‘students’ possibilities to study and
concentrating on teaching’, ‘physical and psychological
safety’ and ‘caring for the physical environment’). The
same applies to teacher support and care and the three
subscales mentioned in the previous sentence (see
Table 8).

Discussion
The main goal of the current study was to examine stu-
dents’ perceptions of CBC. Further predictors of CBC, as
well as associated variables, were identified.

First of all, students’ average rating was close to the
arithmetic average of the range of response options given
students rated the CBC as between some and most les-
sons average, except with regards to ‘physical and psy-
chological safety’ which were perceived as rather high.

Group comparisons between students from different
school tracks indicate that the school matters. The results
show that students of Gesamtschule perceived less ‘physi-
cal and psychological safety’ compared with students
from Realschule and students from Gymnasium. The
same applies to ‘caring for the physical environment’, but
here, it also applies to the comparison between
Gesamtschule and Hauptschule. This is an interesting
result as the Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium are
rather homogeneous school types in the German

Table 3: Estimates of the multi-level regression analy-
ses to predict CBC (models without predictors)

Variance on
student
level

Variance
on class
level Deviance

Students’ possibilities to

study and concentrating

on teaching

.93** .07* 1829.97

Disruptive behaviour .88** .12** 1802.42

Physical and psychological

safety

.87** .13** 1784.67

Caring for the physical

environment

.85** .15** 1778.79

*P < .05, **P < .01.

Table 4: Estimates of the multi-level regression analy-
ses to predict ‘students’ possibilities to study and con-
centrating on teaching’ (model with predictors)

b SE

Student-level

Gender 0.03 0.10

SEN 0.02 0.13

Conduct Problems �0.07 0.06

Hyperactivity �0.10 0.06

Class-level

Grade level �0.03 0.06

Teaching experience 0.11 0.07

Conduct Disorders (class mean) �0.03 0.26

Hyperactivity (class mean) 0.00 0.02

Residual variance

Student-level .91** .06

Class-level .03 .02

Deviance 1224.01

*P < .05, **P < .01.

Table 5: Estimates of the multi-level regression analy-
ses to predict ‘disruptive behaviour’ (model with pre-
dictors)

b SE

Student-level

Gender �0.12 0.10

SEN 0.25 0.13

Conduct Problems 0.02 0.07

Hyperactivity �0.04 0.06

Class-level

Grade level �0.04 0.07

Teaching experience �0.12 0.08

Conduct Disorders (class mean) 0.31 0.30

Hyperactivity (class mean) �0.02 0.02

Residual variance

Student-level .92** .06

Class-level .05 .03

Deviance 1238.05

*P < .05, **P < .01.
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education system, whereas the Gesamtschule combines
these three educational paths and, accordingly, has a very
heterogeneous student body. Therefore, these results
underpin that in more heterogeneous classes, students per-
ceive a less positive CBC. A possible explanation might
be that in classes with high heterogeneity, teachers are
less able to respond to individual students’ needs and to
manage students’ behaviour. This indicates that including
diverse students into the same schools and classes
increases the demands for the actions to support CBC.

Consequently, classroom management should be stressed
in teacher training.

Results of further analyses gave evidence for a gender
effect indicating that girls perceive the CBC more posi-
tive than boys. This is in line with Koth, Bradshaw and
Leaf (2008), but contrary to the study of Persson and
Svensson (2017) as well as to the study of Sortkær and
Reimer (2018). For students with SEN, it was shown that
they experience a less positive CBC. On the one hand,
they rated ‘disruptive behaviour’ higher and on the other
hand, ‘physical and psychological safety’ as well as ‘car-
ing for the physical environment’ lower. Maybe students
with SEN need a more positive environment to learn as it
will help them perceive the same level of ‘disruptive
behaviour’ as a stronger disruption compared with stu-
dents without SEN. Similarly, they might have a bigger
need for ‘caring for the physical environment’ and ‘physi-
cal and psychological safety’ and, therefore, they have
rated these two subscales a bit lower compared with their
peers without SEN. To get a deeper insight into this phe-
nomenon, it would be interesting for future studies to
interview students to get more information, if the results
might be based on response bias (that students with SEN
perceive similar behaviour more negative) or if there is a
difference in being a victim of negative class behaviour.

Also, for students with behaviour problems, evidence was
found that they perceive the CBC differently compared with
their peers. The higher the ‘hyperactivity’ the less ‘students’
possibilities to study and concentrate on teaching’ was per-
ceived. For conduct problems, in addition to ‘students’ pos-
sibilities to study and concentrate on teaching’ also
correlations with ‘physical and psychological safety’ and
‘caring for the physical environment’ were found.

Summarising the findings on students with SEN and stu-
dents’ scores on the SDQ scales of hyperactivity and con-
duct problems, we found that these students experience
poorer classroom behavioural climate than other students.
Therefore, we may raise the question whether having spe-
cial educational needs, hyperactivity or conduct problems
is not only related to poorer CBC, as indicated by earlier
studies (Schwab, 2014; Farmer et al., 2012; LeBlanc
et al., 2008; Wheeler and Carlson, 1994) but also a risk
for individual students to suffer more of problems in
behavioural climate. This observation highlights the need
to tackle classroom behavioural climate issues as one
measure in moving towards more inclusive education.

Focussing on the results of the multi-level regression
analyses, a relatively low variance of CBC on class level
(7–15%) was identified which suggests that there are not
very big differences in the perception of CBC between
different classrooms. Of course, variance in students’ per-
ceptions was expected, however, that it is as high as 93%
indicates that students’ perception of CBC is quite
strongly individual students’ perception and that students

Table 6: Estimates of the multi-level regression analy-
ses to predict ‘physical and psychological safety’
(model with predictors)

b SE

Student-level

Gender 0.32** 0.10

SEN �0.19 0.13

Conduct Problems �0.09 0.07

Hyperactivity 0.10 0.06

Class-level 0.02 0.08

Grade level �0.04 0.08

Teaching experience �0.58 0.34

Conduct Disorders (class mean) 0.00 0.02

Hyperactivity (class mean) 0.02 0.08

Residual variance

Student-level .88** .06

Class-level .08* .04

Deviance 1216.67

*P < .05, **P < .01.

Table 7: Estimates of the multi-level regression analy-
ses to predict ‘caring for the physical environment’
(model with predictors)

b SE

Student-level

Gender 0.06 0.10

SEN �0.22 0.13

Conduct Problems �0.12 0.07

Hyperactivity 0.08 0.06

Class-level

Grade level �0.16 0.08

Teaching experience 0.04 0.09

Conduct Disorders (class mean) �0.53 0.34

Hyperactivity (class mean) 0.01 0.02

Residual variance

Student-level .88** .06

Class-level .08 .04

Deviance 1211.31

*P < .05, **P < .01.
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see the CBC in the same class in very different ways.
Further, significant predictors were found only for ‘physi-
cal and psychological safety’. The first major result is that
girls perceive a higher level compared with boys. This
goes hand in hand with the results of Lansford et al.,
(2012) and Schwab et al., (2019). In summary, experienc-
ing CBC seems to be largely an individual’s personal
experience which has relatively small correlations to gen-
der, SEN status, student hyperactivity symptoms or con-
duct disorders. While some correlations were found at the
individual level, these relationships were not significant
when the nested nature of the data (students nested within
classes) was taken into account and several predictors
were considered simultaneously.

The final correlation analyses gave important information
about the links between CBC and social relations (social
inclusion, Teacher Support and Care) and school well-
being. These results show that the more positive the feel-
ing of social inclusion in a classroom is, the more posi-
tive the CBC in all the four sub-domain. Additionally,
positive correlations with ‘emotional experiences’ and
‘teacher support and care’ and the three subscales (‘stu-
dents’ possibilities to study and concentrate on teaching’,
‘physical and psychological safety’, and ‘caring for the
physical environment’) highlight the importance of CBC
for student well-being. These results further underline the
importance of a positive behavioural climate for the suc-
cessful implementation of inclusion in schools.

Finally, there are some limitations that have to be consid-
ered when interpreting the results of the present study.
First, originally, the psychometric quality of the subscales
was not good as a result of which it was necessary to
remove items to improve the quality. Therefore, it is no
longer comparable with the original scales. Second, only
cross-sectional data were used, consequently, we cannot
assume that the effects found would be causal even if
they suggest interesting relationships between variables
that call for testing in longitudinal data in the future.

Conclusion
The results of the current study indicated that a positive
CBC is extremely important in the context of inclusive
education to ensure successful implementation in the

context of mainstream schools. First, it is known that
interruptions to learning due to disruptions caused by
poor classroom behavioural climate are a clear barrier to
learning and obstacle in enacting inclusive education. On
the other hand, the differences in the experiences between
students with SEN and other highlight the need to
improve CBC to create more equitable learning condi-
tions for all. The nature of behavioural climate as a rela-
tively individual experience underlines the importance of
developing classrooms that are ready to meet the individ-
ual needs of students. For example, while some students
are not bothered by disruptions (reporting low disrup-
tions), others may feel that their learning environment is
disruptive. An interesting contribution to the field is the
initial low but negative correlations between hyperactivity
and conduct disorders and students feeling that the learn-
ing environment gives possibilities to concentrate on
learning warrant further studies to look more closely at
this relationship. Perhaps, students with ADHD or beha-
viour problems may be victims of bad behavioural cli-
mate in addition to being a likely cause for disruptions.
Finally, the association between students’ school well-
being and CBC suggests that paying special attention to
improving CBC is important in developing more inclu-
sive learning environments. Taking into account that
classroom disruptions are reported to be a major teachers’
stress, this suggests that any programmes developing
inclusive education services or pedagogy should take
improving teachers’ classroom management skills seri-
ously. Teachers are the key actors in the implementation
of inclusive education, and their role is central in creating
conducive learning conditions and possibilities of positive
social relationships in classrooms of diverse students.

The present study highlights the particular importance of
a positive CBC for the successful implementation of
inclusive education. While diversity in classrooms is a
challenge for behavioural climate, poor behavioural cli-
mate may also pose specific barriers to learning for some
students with disabilities or SEN and thus is a general
challenge for equity in inclusive classrooms. This study
shows some indications that new measures to enhance
inclusive education by paying specific attention to
improving classroom behavioural climate may be impor-
tant and require policy support in the form of financial

Table 8: Correlations between the CBC subscale scores and social inclusion, emotional experiences as well as tea-
cher support and care

Students’ possibilities to study and
concentrating on teaching

Disruptive
behaviour

Physical and
psychological safety

Caring for the physical
environment

Social inclusion .25** �.26** .32** .28**

Emotional

experiences

.27** �.06 .12** .28**

Teacher support

and care

.30** �.07 .15** .36**

*P < .05, **P < .01.
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and human resources, including developing teacher edu-
cation. Finally, our study suggests that further research on
behavioural climate in inclusive classes is necessary in
order to develop antecedent measures that teachers can
use to improve behavioural climate and to continuously
explore possible student-oriented prevention and interven-
tion measures for practice.
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