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The aim of this study was to describe students’ perceptions of their psychosocial school
environment and to examine the associations between such perceptions and students’
perceived school performance. Our analyses were based on data from the Health
Behaviour in School-Aged Children 2006 study, involving responses by Finnish students
from grades 7 and 9. The results indicated that students’ perceptions of their school
environment were fairly positive, but that a remarkably large proportion of the students
reported negative attitudes towards school. School engagement, school strain, and
teacher-student relations were found to be the most influential predictors in the
psychosocial school environment regarding perceived school performance; as were the
grade and educational aspirations out of the selected background factors. The findings
imply that despite good academic achievement in Finnish comprehensive schools, there
is still a need to improve students’ school engagement and their satisfaction with school.

Keywords: school perceptions, school engagement, school environment, perceived
school performance

In the recent international student assessments (OECD, 2007) the performance of Finn-
ish students was found to be high in all assessment areas. In addition, the variation in
student performance between schools was low in Finland, indicating that the performance
is fairly consistent throughout the entire school system (OECD, 2007). Despite this success
story, there is both national and international evidence to suggest that the satisfaction of
Finnish adolescents with school is rather poor.

In addition to the aspects involving high performance, it matters a great deal how
students experience the school environment and school life in general—since, after all,
young people spend a notable part of their time within school. School plays a significant
role in the lives of young people due to its socializing aspect, preparing the students for soci-
ety and for life. Finnish adolescents regard school especially as a place for developing
student relations and for their own social growth (Linnakylä & Malin, 1997). Clearly, expe-
riences within school are important for young people’s development. School builds up
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134 HAAPASALO, VÄLIMAA, AND KANNAS

adolescents’ later conceptions of working life and society (Liinamo & Kannas, 1995;
Willms, 2003). School experiences are also associated with the health and well-being of
adolescents (Samdal, Dür, & Freeman, 2004). Thus, from every point of view, students’
perceptions of school and the school environment cannot be ignored.

Students’ experiences of school vary. Some students feel that school is fun, that the
teachers are motivating, that their classmates are encouraging, and that schoolwork is chal-
lenging. In contrast, others regard school as boring, the teachers as unfair, their classmates
as depressing, and their school days uninspiring (Linnakylä & Malin, 1997). In a large-scale
ethnographic study by Gordon, Lahelma, and Tolonen (1995) Finnish schools were meta-
phorically described as a prison, an asylum, or a boring book by the students. Previous
studies, both national and international, have shown that Finnish adolescents’ levels of
school satisfaction have been fairly low (Kannas, Välimaa, Liinamo, & Tynjälä, 1995;
Linnakylä & Malin, 1997; Samdal et al., 2004). According to the PISA 2003 study, Finnish
students’ school engagement and school satisfaction was below average in comparison with
30 OECD countries (Kupari & Välijärvi, 2005).

Previous studies have also shown that age, gender, life style, academic achievement,
and socioeconomic background are important determinants for the quality of school life and
for school satisfaction (Liinamo & Kannas, 1995; Samdal, Nutbeam, Wold, & Kannas,
1998). Older students are less satisfied with school (Samdal et al., 1998, 2004; Ding & Hall,
2007) and feel less attached to school (McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002) than
younger students. Boys are less satisfied than girls (Borup & Holstein, 2006; Currie et al.,
2008; Ding & Hall, 2007; Samdal et al., 1998, 2004). Students who do well at school tend
to be more satisfied with school (Samdal et al., 1998; Samdal, Wold, & Bronis, 1999). It
has been suggested that satisfaction with school and its social components may increase life
satisfaction and perceived health status. Social support from peers influences adolescents’
health, well-being (Ravens-Sieberer, Gyöngyi, & Thomas, 2004) and achievement (Rosen-
feld, Richman, & Bowe, 2000). Furthermore, students who receive higher grades, who
participate in extracurricular activities, and who do not play truant feel more attached to
school (McNeely et al., 2002).

Students who perceive teachers as creating a caring, well-structured learning environ-
ment in which expectations are high, clear, and fair are more likely to report engagement
with the school (Klem & Connell, 2004). In turn, high levels of engagement are associated
with higher levels of academic achievement (Voelkl, 1995). It has been suggested that
enabling people to have control over important parts of their lives and to work in a support-
ive environment affects their health, no matter whether they are children or adults
(Gillander Gådin & Hammarström, 2005). However, improving students’ sense of belong-
ing and engagement will not necessarily lead to direct improvements in achievement. A
positive learning environment within the school seems to be the factor that is associated
with student learning (Ding & Hall, 2007; Diseth, 2007).

Academic achievement has been put forward as an important predictor of future life
opportunities such as educational and employment opportunities (Currie et al., 2008).
According to previous studies, whether one is examining academic performance or involve-
ment with a range of health behaviors, students who feel that they belong to their school,
and who feel that teachers are supportive and treat them fairly, do better (see Libbey, 2004).
In contrast, students who report receiving low support from their parents, friends, and teach-
ers, have the poorest school outcomes (Rosenfeld et al., 2000). The PISA studies have also
found a connection between students’ socioeconomic background and their academic
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STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT 135

performance. Students with a higher socioeconomic background have achieved better
assessment scores than students with a poorer socioeconomic background. Despite the fact
that in Finland this difference was less than the OECD average, it does affect the equitable
utilization of learning opportunities (Kupari & Välijärvi, 2005).

To maintain the high performance level and equity in learning, and also to improve
Finnish students’ experiences of school environment and school life, it is important to
examine the features that affect both the school performance and the perceptions of school.

The study reported here is based on the study Health Behaviour in School-aged Children
(HBSC), which is a World Health Organization (WHO) collaborative cross-national study.
In the present study the main focus is on psychosocial factors within the school. The
psychosocial school environment can be defined as the social situations existing at school
that are related to pupils’ work situation (such as teacher support, work demands, and influ-
ence over school work), and also related to pupils’ peer relations at school (such as bullying,
isolation, etc.) (Gillander Gådin & Hammarström, 2005). The present study aims to clarify
the following issues: 

(1) How do students perceive their psychosocial school environment, and what kind
of school experiences do they have? How are grade, gender, educational aspira-
tion, and perceived school performance associated with these school perceptions?

(2) How are grade, gender, family affluence, school perceptions, and educational
aspiration associated with perceived school performance?

Methods

Data

The present study is a part of The Students’ Engagement in School Life (STAGE)
project. The data used in this study are from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children
(HBSC) 2006 study, which is an international study conducted with the collaboration of the
WHO. The HBSC study aims to gain an improved understanding of adolescent health
behaviors, health, and lifestyles within their social context. The data are collected through
school-based surveys; anonymous, standard questionnaires are issued every fourth year to
young people aged 11, 13, and 15. Standard cluster sampling is followed regionally; hence
the sample used in this study represents the whole country. Sampling is conducted in accor-
dance with the structure of the national education system; the primary sampling unit is the
school class or the whole school when class level information is not available. To follow
the international protocol of the HBSC study, countries are required to time their data
collection so that the mean ages within their samples fall with in +/− 0.5 years of the means
11.5, 13.5, and 15.5 years (Currie et al., 2008: www.hbsc.org). In Finland the data are
collected from 5th, 7th, and 9th graders. In this article the focus is on the responses given
by students from the 7th (mean age 13.8) and 9th (mean age 15.8) grades. The 2006 ques-
tionnaire was sent to 190 schools at the end of the school year (March–May), and 100% of
the schools responded. The student response rate was 88.2%. In all, the data for this study
consisted of 3,405 students from grades 7 and 9 (Table 1).

Measures

The questionnaire for the 2006 survey was developed in English by the members of the
HBSC research network, and translated into Finnish. In order to follow the research protocol
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STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT 137

and to ensure correctness in the interpretations, the questions were retranslated back into
English (Currie et al., 2008: www.hbsc.org). Students’ school perceptions were measured
by means of questions concerning the school climate, the school environment, teachers, peers,
and parents. There were 28 statements in total (Table 2). The students gave their opinion by
expressing the degree to which they agreed with the statements, using a scale with five
response keys: “strongly agree,” “agree,” “neither/nor,” “disagree,” and “strongly disagree.”

In addition to these statements concerning the psychosocial school environment, essen-
tial demographic information was included, such as grade, gender, perceived school perfor-
mance, educational aspiration, and the perceived socioeconomic background of the home.

Perceived school performance was measured by the single item: “In your opinion, what
does your class teacher(s) think about your school performance compared to your class-
mates;” this had four response keys from “very good” to “below average.” Educational aspi-
ration was also measured by a single item in which students were asked if they were
intending to apply for high school, for vocational school, for an apprenticeship, or to get a
job; also if they were most likely to be unemployed, or if they were as yet undecided. The
variable was rescaled so that the keys “I’m going to apply for high school” and “I’m going
to apply for vocational school” were kept as they were, but with the other options combined
into a single key.

“How well off do you think your family is?” was asked in order to measure young
people’s perceptions of their own family’s socioeconomic position relative to that of others.
The item had five response keys: “very well off,” “quite well off,” “average,” “not so well
off,” and “not at all well off.” For the analyses, the first two keys, “very well off” and “well
off,” were combined, as were “not so well off” and “not at all well off.”

Explorative factor analysis (with Oblimin rotation) was conducted for the 28 variables
in order to reduce the data and to uncover the underlying dimensions of the school percep-
tions. The factor analysis resulted in six factors (Table 2). The six-factor solution explained
52% of the total variance.

The items in each factor were added up to give sum scores, which were named as follows:
“School engagement” indicates the outlook on school life and on belonging at school; “Paren-
tal support” indicates the parents’ involvement; “Student relations” and “Teacher-student”
relations reflect relationships and interactions at school; “Student autonomy” indicates how
students perceive their participation opportunities; and “School strain” reflects workload and
attitudes towards school. The items included in each sum score are presented in Table 2. To
keep the original scale in the sum scores formed, the sums were divided by the number of
items in each sum score. The internal consistencies of the sum scores were satisfactory.
Cronbach’s alpha for the sum scores varied between .72 and .85 (Table 2).

These six sum scores together with the demographics were used to illustrate students’
perceptions of their psychosocial school environment, using cross-tabulation and variance
analysis. Logistic regression analysis was conducted to determine the predictors of
perceived school performance.

Results

How do Students Perceive their Psychosocial School Environment?

Table 3 shows how students assessed their psychosocial school environment. The
assessment revealed significant differences between 7th and 9th grades and between male
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and female students. Younger students generally perceived their psychosocial school
environment more positively than older students. Nevertheless, the results were not flat-
tering: only 43% of the 7th graders and 41% of the 9th graders liked being at school, and
only slightly over 30% of the students enjoyed school activities. Nearly half (49%) of the

Table 3 
Percentage of the Students Agreeing with the Statements About School Perceptions by Grade and
Gender

Items Grade Gender

7th
%

9th
%

Sig. Boys
%

Girls
%

Sig.

1. School engagement
I like being in school 43 41 35 49 ***
I look forward to going to school 49 43 *** 42 50 ***
I enjoy school activities 35 31 ** 31 35 *
Our school is a nice place to be 57 46 *** 47 56 ***
I feel I belong at this school 67 56 *** 61 62

2. Parental support
My parents are interested in what happens to me at school 85 83 85 84
My parents encourage me to do well at school 87 86 87 86
If I have a problem at school, my parents are ready to help 85 82 * 84 82
My parents are willing to help me with my homework 60 53 *** 56 57
My parents are willing to come to school to talk to teachers 57 49 *** 53 54

3. Student autonomy
Students have a say in deciding what activities they do 19 17 22 14 ***
Students have a say in how class time is used 34 33 39 29 ***

4. Student relations
Most of the students in my class(es) are kind and helpful 69 69 69 69
Other students accept me as I am 69 71 75 65 ***
The students in my class(es) enjoy being together 69 63 *** 76 57 ***

5. Teacher-student relations
Our teachers treat us fairly 57 46 *** 53 50
Most of my teachers are friendly 74 71 * 70 75 ***
I am encouraged to express my own views in my class(es) 49 41 *** 46 44
When I need extra help, I can get it 66 61 * 63 64
The rules in this school are fair 63 51 *** 52 62 ***
My teachers are interested in me as a person 27 20 *** 26 22 **
The students are not treated too severely/strictly in this school 41 42 33 49 ***
I feel safe at this school 67 69 66 70 *

6. School strain
I have too much school work 42 46 ** 46 41 **
I find school tiring 53 64 *** 61 57 **
I find school difficult 22 31 *** 26 27
I wish I didn’t have to go to school 26 26 32 21 ***
There are many things about school I do not like 39 48 *** 46 41 **

Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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7th graders looked forward to going to school, but only 43% of the 9th graders agreed
with this view (p < .001). Girls and younger students felt that their school was a nice
place to be (p < .001) more frequently than boys or older students. Younger students also
indicated more often than older students that they belonged at their school (p < .001).
Two out of three students indicated that they felt safe at school. Girls felt safer than boys
(p < .05).

Negative attitudes towards school were quite common, and more common among older
students. Almost half (48%) of the 9th grade students and 39% of the 7th grade students
(p < .001) indicated that there were many things at school they did not like. As many as
42% of the 7th graders and 46% of the 9th graders (p < .01) reported having too much
school work, and even more (53% of the 7th graders and 64% of the 9th graders, p < .001)
found school tiring. At the same time, 22% of the younger and 31% of the older students
(p < .001) found school difficult, and 26% of both groups wished that they did not have to
go to school.

Evaluations of parental support were more positive. Over four out of five students at
both grade levels reported that their parents were interested in what happened to their
children at school. The same proportion said that their parents encouraged them to do well
at school, and that their parents were willing to help if they encountered a problem at school.
According to the students, their parents were not so keen on actually making an effort. Of
the 7th graders, 60% said that their parents were willing to help with homework, and almost
as many (57%) reported that their parents were willing to come to school to talk to the
teachers. The situation with older students was not so good. Of the 9th graders, 53% were
able to get help with homework and less than half (49%) said that their parents were willing
to come to school to talk to the teachers (p < .001).

Student relations appeared to be fairly positive. The majority of the students agreed that
their peers were kind and helpful and willing to accept others as they are. Younger students
reported more often than their older counterparts that students in their classes enjoyed being
together (p < .001).

The students’ relations with the teachers were less positive than the relations with
their peers; again older student’s views were less positive than those of their younger
counterparts. The majority of the students reported that their teachers were friendly, but
only 49% of the 9th graders and 57% of 7th graders (p < .001) indicated that students
were treated fairly by their teachers. Only 51% of the older students and 63% of the
younger students (p < .001) regarded the rules of the school as fair. Only a minor propor-
tion of the students in both grades reported that students were not treated too severely/
strictly in their schools. Again, girls were more positive (p < .001). Furthermore, less
than one third of the 7th grade students and only one fifth of the 9th grade students (p
< .001) thought that the teachers were interested in them as individuals. The students also
thought that they had little say in decision-making. Only 14% of the girls and 22% of the
boys (p < .001) reported having a say in the activities they carried out, while 29% of the
girls and 39% of the boys (p < .001) thought that they had a say in planning the use of
their time.

Relationships Between School Perceptions

The correlations (Pearson) between school perceptions are shown in Table 4. There
was a linear relationship, either positive or negative, between all the dimensions of school
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perceptions (p < .01). School engagement correlated positively with all the other dimen-
sions except with school strain. The strongest relationships were found between school
engagement and teacher-student relations (.661), between school strain and school engage-
ment (–.571), and between school strain and teacher–student relations (–.476) (Table 5).

Relationships Between School Perceptions and Background Variables

The relationships between school perceptions and background variables were examined
using variance analysis. The background variables tested were students’ gender, grade,
perceived socioeconomic background of the home, educational aspiration, and perceived
school performance. The results of the variance analysis are shown in Table 5. Gender,
grade, perceived school performance, and perceived socioeconomic background of the
home were the most significant background variables related to the school perceptions. In
addition, educational aspiration correlated quite strongly with most of the dimensions of
school perceptions, and particularly with school engagement, parental support, teacher-
student relations, and school strain.

All the dimensions of the school perceptions could be explained fairly well by the vari-
ables selected. A closer look at the most significant background variables showed that girls
are more satisfied with school than boys. Furthermore, girls reported more favorable
teacher–student relations than boys, and had fewer negative feelings towards school. In
contrast, boys reported being more autonomous and as having more positive student rela-
tions than girls. There were no significant differences between boys and girls in terms of
parental support.

Younger students were more positive in all the dimensions of school perceptions than
older students. The differences were slightly smaller in respect of student relations and
school strain. In all dimensions of the school perceptions better perceived socioeconomic
position of the family explained significantly more positive attitudes than poorer socioeco-
nomic position of the family. In addition, perceived school performance was a significant
background variable in all the dimensions of school perceptions, working in favor of those
students who perceived their school performance to be better.

Higher educational aspiration explained significantly more positive attitudes than lower
aspiration, in all other dimensions except student relations. An interesting finding is that
students who intended to go to a vocational school reported even more negative perceptions
than the undecided and/or work-orientated students.

Table 4 
Pearson’s Correlations Between School Perceptions

Sum scores 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. School engagement 1
2. Parental support .369 ** 1
3. Student autonomy .210 ** .099 ** 1
4. Student relations .360 ** .254 ** .251 ** 1
5. Teacher-student relations .661 ** .413 ** .237 ** .282 ** 1
6. School strain −.571 ** −.250 ** −.048 ** −.121 ** −.476 ** 1

Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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Associations Between Perceived School Performance, School Perceptions, and 
Background Variables

Logistic regression analysis was conducted to examine the associations between
perceived school performance and perceptions of school, and also between selected back-
ground factors. For the purposes of the analysis the variables were rescaled. Perceived

Table 6
Logistic Regression Analysis: Factors Predicting Good or Very Good Perceived School Performance.
Odds ratio, Significance, and Confidence Interval

Item n OR Sig. 95% CI

Gender
Boys 1318 1.21 .035 1.0–1.45
Girls 1557 1.00

Grade
7th Grade 1445 1.67 .000 1.39–2.00
9th Grade 1430 1.00

Perceived socioeconomic background
Good 1961 2.21 .001 1.41–3.46
Average 799 1.49 .092 0.94–2.37
Poor 115 1.00

Educational aspiration
High school 1637 3.43 .000 2.52–4.67
Vocational school 989 0.86 .352 0.63–1.18
Other 249 1.00

School engagement
High 981 2.22 .000 1.59–3.10
Average 1513 1.61 .001 1.2–2.13
Low 381 1.00

Parental support
Supportive 2554 1.31 .058 0.99–1.74
Not supportive 321 1.00

Student autonomy
Feeling of autonomy 822 0.93 .459 0.77–1.13
No autonomy 2053 1.00

Student relations
Good relations 2290 0.99 .953 0.79–1.24
Poor relations 585 1.00

Teacher–student relations
Good relations 2142 1.84 .000 1.48–2.29
Poor relations 733 1.00

School strain
High 1492 1.00
Low 1383 2.01 .000 1.67–2.41
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school performance was rescaled into two categories: very good/good, and average/poor.
School engagement was divided into three categories: high, average, and low engagement.
All the other sum scores were split into two categories, hence placed on the positive or nega-
tive side.

As shown in Table 6, gender, grade, the perceived socioeconomic background of the
home, and educational aspiration were related to good or very good perceived school
performance. Boys (OR 1.21; p < .05) and 7th graders (OR = 1.67; p < 001) were more
likely to report good or very good perceived performance than girls and 9th graders, respec-
tively. Students with a good perceived socioeconomic background and also students with
higher educational aspiration more frequently perceived their school performance to be
good or very good than students with lower aspiration or a poorer socioeconomic back-
ground.

Perceived school performance was also related to school engagement, teacher-student
relations, and school strain. Students who reported high school engagement were more
likely to report good or very good perceived school performance (OR 2.21; p = .001)
than the students with average or low school engagement. Students who reported having
good relations with teachers indicated their school performance as better (OR 1.86;
p < .001). Low school strain also predicted good or very good perceived performance
(OR 2.01; p < 001).

Discussion

This study addressed the paradox in the Finnish comprehensive school: despite successes
in assessments of achievement, there appears to be fairly strong dissatisfaction with school
on the part of Finnish students. The present study looked at Finnish students’ perceptions of
their psychosocial school environment and examined the associations between such percep-
tions and the students’ perceived school performance. The descriptive statistics of the school
perception variables indicated that students’ perceptions of their school environment were
on the positive side; nevertheless a remarkably large proportion of students reported negative
attitudes towards school. The findings show that a major proportion of the Finnish students
in the study did not enjoy school activities, or going to school, or being at school. The students
also found school tiring and felt that they had too much schoolwork. The assessment revealed
significant differences between genders and grades, favoring girls and younger students—a
result also found by others (Borup & Holstein, 2006; Currie et al., 2008; Ding & Hall, 2007;
McNeely et al., 2002; Samdal et al., 1998, 2004).

The selected background variables explained the dimensions of the school perceptions
fairly well. Grade, perceived school performance, and the perceived socioeconomic
background of the home proved to be the most significant background factors. Younger
students had more positive perceptions of their school environment than older students, and
a more favorable socioeconomic background explained positive experiences in school
(cf.  Currie et al., 2008). Moreover, the higher the perceived school performance of the
students, the more likely they were to have positive perceptions of their psychosocial school
environment.

The results also indicate significant correlations between all the dimensions of school
perceptions. The strongest associations were found between school engagement, school
strain, and teacher-student relations. School engagement and teacher student relations were
associated positively with each other, and negatively with school strain (cf. Linnakylä,

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
E
B
S
C
O
H
o
s
t
 
E
J
S
 
C
o
n
t
e
n
t
 
D
i
s
t
r
i
b
u
t
i
o
n
 
-
 
C
u
r
r
e
n
t
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
7
:
5
4
 
1
4
 
J
a
n
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
1



STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT 147

1996). From the cross-sectional data it is not possible to determine causality. However, it
is  likely that these factors have a strong influence on each other. Given the positive
relationship between school engagement and teacher-student relations, the promotion of
positive school experiences should be an important issue for policymakers concerned with
school development. The same would apply to actions aimed at decreasing students’ school
strain.

In this study, school engagement, school strain, and teacher-student relations were
found to be the most influential predictors in the psychosocial school environment in respect
of perceived school performance (cf. Ding & Hall, 2007; Samdal et al., 1999; Voelkl, 1995),
as were the grade and the educational aspiration out of the selected background factors (cf.
Currie et al., 2008). Students who had more positive perceptions of school, who were more
engaged, and who had lower school strain were more likely to report better perceived
performance. An interesting finding was that boys were more likely to report good
perceived performance than girls. According to previous studies, girls have reported good
perceived performance more often than boys (Currie et al., 2008; Samdal et al., 2004).
However, in the PISA 2003 assessment boys were found to report higher self-efficacy and
self-confidence in learning than girls (Kupari & Välijärvi, 2005). This might reflect the fact
that sometimes girls place undue pressure on themselves and do not believe in their compe-
tence (see Niemivirta, 2004). One should nevertheless bear in mind that in this study the
perceived performance was measured through a single item and that the answers were based
only on students’ reported perceptions. In this sense it is unclear how valid the measures
actually are, or how well they correspond to actual academic achievement. Even so,
students’ own perceptions are of great importance and should not be understated.

The teacher–student relationship is clearly a crucial one. Students who reported good
relations with their teachers were also more likely to report better perceived performance.
During adolescence, young people increasingly look to non-parental adults for support and
guidance. In much the same way as parents, teachers can be warm, caring, and accepting;
they can also express high expectations for all students, be available to help and guide, and
seek to be understood (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008). When that teacher–student relationship
is not working it can affect other aspects of school life. Although the results of the study
are based on cross-sectional data, one can reasonably suggest that teacher–student rela-
tions—along with other perceptions of school—may be of importance to students’
perceived school performance; this has also been suggested by previous studies (Samdal et
al., 1999, 2004).

Expressing one’s perceptions might also be a culture-specific matter. There are at least
three possible culture-specific explanations that could explain the dissatisfaction expressed
by Finnish students. First of all, in Finnish culture it is (stereotypically) more common to
express one’s dislike or negativity than to give praise or express positive attitudes.
Secondly, negative attitudes towards school might be supported within the home: the free
availability of education is often taken for granted and may therefore readily face criticism.
However, according to a longitudinal study by Räty and Kasanen (2007) Finnish parents
were quite satisfied with the functioning of their child’s school in the first school years.
Thirdly, it might just be that the Finnish students are not satisfied with school, despite the
high achievement and the associations that have been shown elsewhere between perfor-
mance and school perceptions. After all, the PISA studies have shown a low level of varia-
tion in students’ performance throughout the Finnish school system, which means that those
who are dissatisfied with school still perform above the average level.
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This study does have some limitations. It is important to emphasize that the question-
naire used in this study limits interpretations. The variables which were chosen for this
study all had five response keys: two denoting agreement, two denoting disagreement, and
one denoting a neither/nor opinion. The neither/nor key was widely used. Indeed, with each
variable approximately one third of the respondents used this option. This might be due to
the phrasing of the questions. For example, the statement “Our teachers treat us fairly”
could be taken to include all the teachers. That might cause problems in answering if a
student feels that most teachers are fair but that one is not. This entails something that one
might consider in analyzing the data: whether to include or exclude the neither/nor
answers. In this study the neither/nor answers were included in the sum scores, and were
considered to be part of the scale. Despite the high number of the neither/nor answers in
this study, the results were consistent with the School Health Promotion Study, which
included questions about school life without any neither/nor option (Luopa, Pietikäinen, &
Jokela, 2008).

The findings of this study indicate a need for more widespread assessments of students’
perceptions of school. The Finnish comprehensive school has done well in achieving good
learning standards, but one can ask whether the standards have been achieved at the expense
of school satisfaction. There is still a need to improve the students’ school engagement and
their satisfaction with school.

Nevertheless, despite the above, and despite the dissatisfaction with school, Finnish
students do seem to realize the relevance of schooling and achieving (Linnakylä, 1996).
Going to school is a priority as well as a duty for Finnish adolescents. Hence, it would be
preferable if students, as well as teachers, could to some extent gain positive experiences,
joy in learning, and joy in their schoolwork. Schools do not need to be all fun and play, but
they should at least be bearable places for those who attend them. Meeting the needs of
students who are not engaged to school may well be the biggest challenge currently faced
by teachers and school administrators. Some actions to improve well-being in schools have
already been undertaken. The Ministry of Education has launched plans of action, aimed at
improving the situation in Finnish schools. More thorough research could clarify the under-
lying reasons associated with school engagement and the related consequences. It would
also be important to critically analyze the cultural appropriateness of assessment instru-
ments concerned with school perceptions at a national level.
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