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UNDERSTANDING AND PROMOTING SCHOOL
SATISFACTION IN CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS
Shannon M. Suldo, Lisa P. Bateman,
and Cheryl D. Gelley, Department of Psychological
and Social Foundations, University of South Florida,
Tampa, Florida, USA

INTRODUCTION
Although children spend the majority of their time outside of the home in school, students’
happiness at school is often a neglected factor in the educational system. This increasingly
sole attention to academic achievement is a likely byproduct of the current era of accountability. Nevertheless, research has demonstrated that a significant portion of students’ global
satisfaction with life is affected by their experiences in and satisfaction with school (Baker,
Dilly, Aupperlee, & Patil, 2003). Noddings (2003) argues, “Happiness and education are,
properly, intimately related: Happiness should be an aim of education, and a good education
should contribute significantly to personal and collective happiness” (p. 1). In addition to
the psychological implications of school satisfaction, it has been reasoned that students learn
best when they are happy because they “seize their educational opportunities with delight,
and they will contribute to the happiness of others” (Noddings, 2003, p. 261). Accordingly,
this chapter summarizes the predictors and outcomes of students’ positive appraisals of
their schooling and concludes with implications for future research and practice.

DEFINITIONS AND THEORY BASE
In the first edition of this handbook, Baker and Maupin (2009) conveyed that school
satisfaction refers to a student’s subjective cognitive appraisal of the quality of his or her
365
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school life. School satisfaction is perhaps best understood in the larger context of wellness indicators. In brief, global life satisfaction, a common indicator of happiness, refers
to one’s cognitive appraisal of the overall quality of his or her life (see Gilman and Huebner, this edition). When making such overall judgments of personal well-being, individuals vary in which aspects of their lives they consider most; for example, some
people emphasize financial status while others weigh relationship qualities most heavily.
The domains deemed to be most salient to global life satisfaction are largely a function of
one’s developmental level. Early investigations of the areas of life that influence global life
satisfaction appraisals among American youth implicated five core domains: family, friendships, living environment, self, and school (Huebner, 1994). Satisfaction in each domain
is empirically linked to global life satisfaction (Seligson, Huebner, & Valois, 2003). Recent
research on the Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) among Australian adolescents confirmed
that the School Children form of the PWI differs from the Adult form in the necessary inclusion of school as a contributing domain to global life satisfaction (Tomyn & Cummins, 2011).
Specifically, Australian adolescents’ satisfaction with school predicted their global life satisfaction above and beyond the contributions of the other seven domains of life (e.g., health,
safety, achievements, future security) historically assessed with the PWI. School satisfaction
appears to be a particularly strong contributor of life satisfaction among some subgroups of
youth, including Korean secondary students (Park & Huebner, 2005), gifted American middle school students (Ash & Huebner, 1998), adolescent Norwegian girls (Danielson, Samdal,
Hetland, & Wold, 2009), and adolescent boys in urban schools (Vera et al., 2012).

MEASUREMENT APPROACHES AND ISSUES
The growing literature base on school satisfaction among students in different school levels and from diverse cultures has used a variety of student self-report surveys to assess this
inherently subjective construct. The earliest multi-item measure of school satisfaction
came from the Quality of School Life Scale (QSL; Epstein & McPartland, 1976). The QSL
includes a five-item Satisfaction with School scale (e.g., “The school and I are like: Good
Friends, Friends, Distant Relatives, Strangers, or Enemies”), in addition to two scales
tapping students’ commitment to classwork and teacher–student relationship quality.
A more commonly used alternative is the eight-item School Satisfaction scale of the Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (MSLSS; Huebner, 1994). Students rate the
extent to which they agree with statements like “I look forward to going to school” and
“There are many things about school I don’t like.” The school satisfaction scales of the
MSLSS and QSL both have acceptable psychometric properties. Most studies reviewed in
this chapter used the MSLSS School Satisfaction scale (e.g., Baker, 1998; Ferguson, Kasser, &
Jahng, 2010; Hui & Sun, 2010; Torsheim et al., 2012; Vera et al., 2012) and a few used items
from the QSL (e.g., Okun, Braver, & Weir, 1990; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002).
In contrast to analyzing composite scores, some researchers have relied on a one-item
indicator of school satisfaction in which students are asked to make a global judgment of
their happiness with their schooling experiences (e.g., how much students “like school at
the present,” as used in Wachs, 2012). Case in point, the Brief Multidimensional Students’
Life Satisfaction Scale (BMSLSS; Seligson et al., 2003) contains one item that gauges
students’ satisfaction with school. Students respond to the item “I would describe my
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satisfaction with my school experience as. . .” on a 7-point scale from terrible to delighted.
The BMSLSS school item was analyzed in the report of mean levels of middle school
students’ school satisfaction by Huebner, Valois, Paxton, and Drane (2005). In another
example, a single item on the 2005–2006 Health Behavior in School-aged Children
(HBSC) survey asks students to indicate how much they like school (i.e., “How do you
feel about school at present?”) on a 4-point scale from I like it a lot to I don’t like it at
all. The HBSC is supported by the World Health Organization and administered every
4 years to adolescents (ages 11–15) throughout North America (Canada, United States),
Israel, and Europe (e.g., Norway, Romania). Studies cited in this chapter that examined
the HBSC school satisfaction item include Freeman, Samdal, Băban, and Bancila (2012)
and Danielsen, Breivik, and Wold (2011). Danielsen and colleagues provided some support for the construct validity of this single item indicator by finding it loaded strongly
on a factor composed of several items of the MSLSS School Satisfaction scale.
Beyond the MSLSS, QSL, and single-item indicators, other studies have created composite scores of multiple items tapping general school satisfaction that were designed for
use in large-scale, cross-national studies. For example, some research cited in this chapter
analyzed a composite school satisfaction variable composed of additional/optional items
on an earlier administration of the HBSC (e.g., five items reflecting enjoyment of school
and school activities from the 2001–2002 survey; Hoff, Anderson, & Holstein, 2010).
In another example, Randolph, Kangas, and Ruokamo (2009) developed the six-item
Children’s Overall Satisfaction with Schooling Scale (COSSS) for use with Finnish and
Dutch children ages 7 to 12. Four items reflect general school satisfaction (e.g., “I like to
go to school”) that are conceptually aligned with the QSL Satisfaction with School scale,
while two pertain to satisfaction with school learning (e.g., “Learning is fun”), akin to the
QSL Commitment to Classwork scale. The COSSS was utilized by the measure developers (Randolph et al., 2010) in a study of intrapersonal and environmental predictors of
school satisfaction in the intended populations.

REVIEW OF KEY RESEARCH STUDIES
Key Research With Children and Adolescents (Ages 5–18)
Large-scale studies suggest that most students report positive levels of school satisfaction, although a sizable minority of middle and high school students are dissatisfied with
their schooling experiences (Huebner, Drane, & Valois, 2000; Huebner et al., 2005). Factors that contribute to how students judge the quality of their school life include an array
of intrapersonal variables and environmental contexts within and outside of school.
Intrapersonal Factors
School satisfaction tends to vary as a function of many student factors somewhat outside
the direct realm of school, including students’ cognitive patterns (i.e., perceptions of
their abilities and control over their circumstances) and personal characteristics. Regarding the latter category, although research to date has not supported differences in school
satisfaction between students of different socioeconomic levels (Huebner, Ash, & Laughlin, 2001), demographic features such as age and gender matter.
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Age
Throughout the world, school satisfaction tends to decline as students age. Even within
samples of elementary school children, younger Finnish and Dutch children reported
greater school satisfaction than their older peers (Randolph, Kangas, & Ruokamo, 2010).
Studies of American students have found an inverse relationship between age and school
satisfaction among students in Grades 1 through 8 (Okun, Braver, & Weir, 1990), and
lower mean levels of school satisfaction among high school students as compared to
middle school students (DeSantis King, Huebner, Suldo, & Valois, 2006; Elmore & Huebner, 2010). This trend for decreasing mean levels of school satisfaction has also been
observed among Chinese students in Grades 3 through 6 (Hui & Sun, 2010). In a large
sample of Norwegian adolescents, 15-year-old boys and girls reported lower school satisfaction than 13-year-old students of the same gender (Danielsen et al., 2011).
Gender
Across developmental levels and countries, girls tend to be happier with school. With
regard to children, European girls (median age of 10) from three elementary schools
reported greater school satisfaction than their male classmates (Randolph et al., 2010).
Adolescent females have also reported slightly higher mean levels of school satisfaction
than their same-age male peers in large samples of youth from the United States (DeSantis King et al., 2006; Huebner et al., 2000; Huebner et al., 2005), Norway (Danielson et al.,
2009), and Ireland (Gilman et al., 2008).
Cognitive Variables
The internal variables that co-occur most strongly with greater school satisfaction involve
positive self-views, such as high self-esteem (Karatzias, Power, Flemming, Lennan, &
Swanson, 2002; Vera et al., 2012) and confidence in one’s academic and social abilities
(Briones & Taberno, 2012). An internal locus of control has also been identified as a
correlate of school satisfaction, with students who perceive less control over their lives
tending to be less satisfied with school (Huebner et al., 2001; Huebner & Gilman, 2006).
Key Research on Classroom Context
Aspects of the classroom environment that have been investigated in relation to students’ school satisfaction include demographic features of the classroom composition,
curricula tailored to student ability level, and interpersonal relationships at school. These
contextual variables influence the frequency with which students experience positive
emotions during the school day. Early research found that such emotional and social
experiences at school were among the strongest correlates of students’ school satisfaction
(Epstein & McPartland, 1976). More recent research with adolescents from the United
States (Lewis, Huebner, Reschly, & Valois, 2009) and Scotland (Karatzias et al., 2002)
clarified that students’ school satisfaction appears particularly tied to how often they
experience joy and other such positive emotions at school, as positive affect accounts
for much more variance in school satisfaction than frequency of negative affect while at
school (although both types of emotional experiences are significant predictors).
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Classroom Composition
Clarifying early research that did not find a linear association between school satisfaction and class size among elementary school students (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), a more
recent study of the same age group suggested that a moderate-sized class is associated
with the highest school satisfaction (Randolph et al., 2010). Specifically, elementary
school students in classes of around 20 students reported greater school satisfaction than
students in classes that were particularly small (i.e., fewer than 15 students) or large (i.e.,
more than 25 students). In contrast, school satisfaction does not seem to be affected by
the gender or ethnic makeup of a classroom (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Case in point,
Randolph and colleagues (2010) found that a higher proportion of students in the class
that were the same gender as the participating student was unrelated to elementary
school students’ school satisfaction.
Academic Program
School satisfaction varies as a function of the match between a specialized curriculum
and students’ cognitive abilities. For example, greater school satisfaction has been found
among American high school students with diagnosed mild cognitive disabilities who
received special education services (as compared to their typically developing peers in
regular education; Brantley, Huebner, & Nagle, 2002). Among students identified as academically and intellectually gifted, greater school satisfaction has been reported by Israeli
students in junior high school served in special classes for the gifted (as compared to
their gifted peers served in regular mainstream classes; Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999) and by
academically gifted Korean students served in specialized science-oriented high schools
(as compared to their gifted peers served in traditional high schools; Jin & Moon, 2006).
Key Research on In-Class Relationships
Greater perceptions of social support from people at school (i.e., classmates and especially teachers) consistently relate to higher levels of school satisfaction, from teenagers
in European countries (Danielsen et al., 2009, 2011) to middle and high school students
in the United States (DeSantis King et al., 2006). These supportive relationships likely
engender a climate of care that facilitates students’ positive appraisals of their schooling
experiences. In Baker’s (1998) seminal study of intrapersonal and environmental predictors of school satisfaction among low-income, urban, African-American elementary
school students, children’s perceived quality of their classroom’s social climate (including
perceptions of teacher care and fairness) emerged as the strongest correlate of their school
satisfaction. In fact, this aspect of relationship quality (i.e., classroom social climate) distinguished students with the lowest school satisfaction more than objective indicators of
teacher behavior (i.e., observed frequency of negative or positive teacher–student interactions) or student perceptions of general social support at school (Baker, 1999).
Students’ satisfaction with school is particularly tied to their perceptions of student–
teacher relationship quality (Whitley, Huebner, Hills, & Valois, 2012), often indicated by
perceived social support from teachers (Hui & Sun, 2010; Tomyn & Cummins, 2011).
Case in point, a recent analysis of data from more than 23,000 students (in Grades 8
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and 10) from seven countries found that teacher support was at least twice as strong a
predictor of school satisfaction as classmate support in all contexts, from North American to European countries (Torsheim et al., 2012). Beyond perceived support, teacher
characteristics such as promotion of student autonomy, personality, and even gender
play a role in students’ school satisfaction. Regarding autonomy support, teenagers from
collectivist and individualistic societies alike reported greater school satisfaction when
they perceived their teachers were more receptive to students’ points of view and feelings
and afforded students choice and options in class (Ferguson et al., 2010). Among elementary school students in Finland and the Netherlands, the strongest classroom factor
associated with school satisfaction was greater teacher likeability; students who reported
greater school satisfaction agreed more with the statement “my teachers are nice” (Randolph et al., 2010). Randolph and colleagues also found a preliminary effect of teacher
gender, in that elementary school boys and girls alike who had male teachers reported
greater school satisfaction. In that study, 47% of teachers were male; it is unknown if
teacher gender would relate to school satisfaction in societies such as the United States,
where there are roughly twice as many female teachers as male teachers in preK–through
sixth-grade classrooms (National Education Association, 2010).
Regarding the particular influence of relationships with classmates, students who feel
more attached to their peers report greater school satisfaction, even 1 year later (Elmore &
Huebner, 2010). In contrast, peer victimization (i.e., name calling, social exclusion) has
been indirectly linked to lower school satisfaction in Dutch elementary school students,
primarily via a negative association with perceived social competence (Verkuyten &
Thijs, 2002). A direct association between peer victimization and school satisfaction
was observed in students from German secondary schools; students who reported liking school a lot were 3 to 10 times less likely to be involved in traditional bullying (i.e.,
repeated acts of aggression) or cyberbullying (i.e., a form of bullying using information
and communication technologies), either as victims or perpetrators or both, as compared to their peers with moderate to low levels of school satisfaction (Wachs, 2012).
Social relationships in the classroom fall under the broader umbrella of school climate.
Zullig, Huebner, and Patton (2011) found that the combined influence of students’ perceptions of eight dimensions of school climate accounted for approximately one third of
the variance in their school satisfaction. Within this sample of more than 2,000 American middle and high school students, school satisfaction was uniquely associated with
five dimensions of school climate, specifically student perceptions of academic support,
student–teacher relationships, school connectedness, academic satisfaction, and order and
discipline. With respect to the latter dimension, elementary school children who perceive
a more disciplined and academically oriented classroom environment also experience
greater school satisfaction (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Other aspects of school climate that
co-occur with greater school satisfaction include parent involvement in schooling (Suldo,
Shaffer, & Riley, 2008) and perceived safety at school (Tomyn & Cummins, 2011).
Key Research on Events and Environments Outside of School
Students’ school satisfaction appears influenced not only by the classroom context but
also by their relationships with significant others (i.e., family) and the number and type
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of stressors in their lives. For example, lower school satisfaction has been observed among
students who experience more stressors (chronic strains as well as acute, major events)
and fewer resources in areas of life beyond school, namely related to family and friends
(Huebner & McCullough, 2000; Huebner et al., 2001). Family relationships in particular are among the largest environmental correlates of school satisfaction. For instance,
American students who reported greater perceptions of attachment to their parents
reported higher levels of school satisfaction concurrently and 1 year later (Elmore &
Huebner, 2010). Other aspects of the parent–child relationship that have emerged as
moderate correlates of school satisfaction include perceived social support (Danielsen
et al., 2009; DeSantis King et al., 2006) and parental promotion of adolescent autonomy
(Ferguson et al., 2010). In general, youth who are more satisfied with their family life (for
various reasons personally important to them) are also moderately more likely to report
satisfaction with school (Vera et al., 2012; Whitley et al., 2012).
Perhaps in part because many stressors pertinent to youth occur in the family context,
multiple studies have found that students who experience more frequent stressors tend
to also report lower school satisfaction. Case in point, in Baker’s (1998) study of urban
elementary school children, stress emerged as a greater contributor (in terms of total
indirect and direct effects) to students’ school satisfaction than other known interpersonal correlates, including family satisfaction and social support at school. Correlational
studies of American high school students yielded small to moderate inverse relationships between school satisfaction and the frequency with which students incurred
adverse major and chronic stressors (Huebner et al., 2001; Huebner & McCullough,
2000). Similarly, Scottish adolescents who reported less stress also reported moderately
greater satisfaction with the quality of their schooling experiences (Karatzias et al., 2002).
In sum, stress inside and beyond the family generally contributes to diminished school
satisfaction.
A thorough understanding of the previously summarized intrapersonal and environmental correlates of school satisfaction is in part justified by the multiple benefits associated with liking school. Specifically, students who are more satisfied with school evidence
superior academic adjustment and health.

RELATIONS WITH EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES
Accumulating evidence suggests that liking school is not synonymous with performing well at school in terms of grades earned or academic skills acquired. The literature
reviewed next illustrates rather weak (but generally positive) associations between school
satisfaction and objective indicators of academic success but stronger associations with
in-school behavior and academic attitudes and motivation that are facilitative of continued learning.
Academic Achievement
Some examinations of American adolescents in middle and high school identified
small but statistically significant, positive correlations between school satisfaction and
students’ grade point averages (GPA; Lewis et al., 2009; Suldo et al., 2008). In contrast,
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another study of the same population found minimal (and sometimes inverse) associations between middle school students’ school satisfaction and objective indicators of
their academic achievement, including final-quarter grades earned in classes and performance on a statewide test of student mastery of grade-level content standards (Whitley et al., 2012). Academic performance may be more tied to school satisfaction among
younger students, as one study yielded a moderate, positive association between school
satisfaction and math skills among Norwegian elementary school students (Cock &
Halvari, 1999).
In-School Behavior
Accumulating evidence supports that school satisfaction is tied to better in-school
behavior in terms of compliance with school rules and academic engagement. An early
examination of the in-class behavior of urban at-risk elementary school children found
that those students who reported low school satisfaction (i.e., in the bottom quartile
of the school sample) experienced more negative verbal reprimands from their teacher
about their classroom behavior, as well as self-reported getting in trouble more at school,
compared to their peers with high school satisfaction (i.e., in the top quartile; Baker,
1999). Regarding engagement, a longitudinal study found that students in kindergarten who reported liking school had greater classroom participation, which, in turn, predicted better achievement (Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 2000). Analyses further suggested that
gains in achievement were most likely a consequence of high initial school satisfaction
rather than a competing pathway in which high initial participation and achievement
would cause children to like school more (Ladd et al., 2000).
These positive associations between school satisfaction and in-school behavior extend
beyond the elementary school years. American high school students who were more satisfied with school also reported fewer disruptive behaviors at school, such as cheating,
fighting, and skipping class (Suldo et al., 2008). Australian adolescents with greater school
satisfaction report greater satisfaction with their behavior at school (Tomyn & Cummins, 2011). Regarding the lasting benefits of school satisfaction, Elmore and Huebner’s
(2010) longitudinal study of American middle school students found school satisfaction
predicted subsequent behavioral engagement at school; students with greater school satisfaction reported less withdrawal in the classroom, academic resistance, and aggressive
classroom behavior 1 year later.
Adaptive Academic Attitudes and Beliefs
Students who experience greater school satisfaction also report substantially greater
intrinsic motivation for completion of schoolwork (i.e., completing homework and
working in class due to enjoyment rather than only to avoid punishment or negative
feelings like guilt; Cock & Halvari, 1999) and academic initiative (i.e., goal setting, concentration, and challenge seeking in one’s schoolwork; Danielson et al., 2011). Such
mindsets are important in that self-regulated learning is essential in societies that prize
self-directed lifelong learning. Danielson and colleagues found that the facilitative effect
of school satisfaction on academic initiative was both direct and indirect, through positive associations with increased academic competence (specifically, perceptions of one’s
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schoolwork performance relative to the performance of classmates). Perceived academic
competence is another salient academic attitude, as confidence in one’s ability to succeed
in a task is a prerequisite for approaching the challenge. Students with greater school
satisfaction tend to feel more confident about their academic abilities, as indicated by
mostly moderate correlations between school satisfaction and perceived academic competence among samples of children (Baker, 1998; Huebner, 1994; Verkuyten & Thijs,
2002) and adolescents (Danielsen et al., 2009; Huebner & McCullough, 2000) from multiple cultures.

RELATIONS WITH MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH OUTCOMES
In addition to experiencing enhanced academic adjustment, students who like school
more also evidence superior psychological functioning. Case in point, Huebner and
Gilman (2006) compared the outcomes of three groups of American adolescents: students with the lowest 20% of school satisfaction scores, students with the highest 20% of
scores, and a comparison sample of students in the average range of school satisfaction
(middle 30% of scores). The subgroup with very high school satisfaction reported the
highest global life satisfaction and hope, as well as the lowest rates of clinical levels of psychopathology. In contrast, very low school satisfaction was associated with greater rates
of anxious and depressive symptoms. The link between school satisfaction and mental
health appears to at least partially explain the effect of some social contexts on psychopathology. DeSantis King and colleagues (2006) found that adolescents who perceived
more social support had higher school satisfaction, which, in turn, predicted lower rates
of internalizing and externalizing behavior problems. Whereas low school satisfaction
may be a risk factor for mental health problems, students who like school are generally
happier with their lives (Salmela-Aro & Tynkkynen, 2010; Shin, Morgan, Buhin, Truitt, &
Vera, 2010), consistent with the theoretical link between school satisfaction and global
life satisfaction.
Examinations of large samples of youth in Denmark suggest a link between school
satisfaction and better physical health, as indicated by adaptive health choices. Specifically, Danish students who liked their school were more likely to discuss health-related
issues with their parents and to follow the health advice of their school nurse (Borup &
Holstein, 2006), as well as less likely to use marijuana repeatedly (Hoff, Anderson, & Holstein, 2010). More studies are needed to determine associations between school satisfaction and other indicators of health, such as frequency of illness and physical fitness. The
existing research suggests that school satisfaction is linked to better choices that facilitate
physical health, in addition to superior academic and psychological well-being.

DIVERSITY CONSIDERATIONS
The growing body of literature on school satisfaction now includes youth from multiple continents. These studies afford examinations of differences in mean levels and
correlates of school satisfaction among and between students from different countries in
North America, Europe, and Asia. For instance, a cross-national study of two collectivist
and two individualist cultures indicated lower levels of school satisfaction among South
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Korean students and greater school satisfaction among Chinese students, with the school
satisfaction means of Irish and American students in the middle (Gilman et al., 2008).
Other research indicates remarkable similarity in the predictors of school satisfaction
across adolescents from different cultures/countries, likely because most all teenagers are
striving for independence. These studies imply that mean differences in school satisfaction likely reflect mean differences in the extent to which countries provide opportunities for adolescents to experience relatedness, autonomy, and competence (Ferguson,
Kasser, & Jahng, 2010; Freeman, Samdal, Baban, & Bancila, 2012). Case in point, in a
study with approximately 100 high-school-age students from each of three countries
(Denmark, Korea, United States), the lower level of school satisfaction reported by the
Korean sample appeared to largely reflect the lower perceptions of autonomy support
offered by parents and particularly teachers in that country (Ferguson et al., 2010). Even
among individualistic cultures, greater school satisfaction was evidenced in the country
in which youth perceived greater parent support for autonomy (i.e., Denmark, whose
culture particularly values egalitarian relationships and de-emphasizes hierarchical
interactions). In line with the positive link between perceived autonomy support and
school satisfaction in Korean students, the researchers concluded that their findings contradict the notion that autonomy support is unimportant in collectivistic cultures and
assert that “when [any] adolescents felt controlled by their parents and teachers, and
felt that these authorities treated the adolescents’ own experiences and choices as relatively unimportant, they reported lower satisfaction with school” (Ferguson et al., 2010,
p. 658). Regarding the universal importance of relatedness to adolescents’ school satisfaction, research with large samples of teenagers in North America (Canada) and Europe
(Norway and Romania) has indicated moderate to large correlations between school
satisfaction and school climate in particular (i.e., as reflected in student perceptions of
teacher support and school pressure) and to a lesser extent perceived classmate support
(Freeman et al., 2012).
An emerging cultural consideration pertains to the possibly unique school satisfaction appraisals of students new to their present country. To date, research with different
cultural groups in Spain (i.e., South American, African, and native Spanish students)
suggests that immigrant adolescents’ school satisfaction is not necessarily at risk, as
greater satisfaction with schooling and the learning process was reported by immigrant
students (particularly those born in Africa; Briones & Taberno, 2012).

EDUCATIONAL APPLICATIONS
Given the modest associations between academic performance and school satisfaction,
the current near-exclusive focus on students’ academic learning is unlikely to simultaneously influence positive affect pertinent to schooling. Instead, a dual focus on educational
achievement as well as students’ emotional experiences at and about school is needed to
ensure complete academic functioning (both academic performance and school satisfaction). Importantly, there are no known negative consequences (in terms of achievement or interpersonal relationships) of having extremely elevated school satisfaction;
instead, associations between school satisfaction and desirable outcomes, such as positive student–teacher relationships, increase linearly through the highest level of school
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satisfaction (Whitley et al., 2012). Thus, there appears to be no harm in attempting to
improve students’ happiness with their schooling experiences, only enhanced functioning to be gained.
Support Adolescents’ Strivings for Relatedness, Competence, and Autonomy
The desire for relatedness and competence in the classroom might best be addressed by
enhancing students’ interpersonal connections at school and providing appropriately
challenging academic experiences, as discussed in the subsequent sections. Regarding
autonomy, Ferguson and colleagues (2010) summarize that greater well-being follows
from perceiving that caregiving adults (including teachers) consider a student’s perspective and permit the student as much choice as possible. Indeed, intrinsically motivated
reasons for both independent and dependent (i.e., collaborative, compliant) decision
making are related to greater well-being and less problem behavior among adolescents,
whereas motives related to pressure from others are related to less positive adjustment
(Van Petegem, Beyers, Vansteenkiste, & Soenens, 2012). Accordingly, rather than focusing solely on allowing adolescents complete freedom of choice (independent decision
making), youth autonomy may be best promoted through considering motives involved
in decisions pertinent to schooling. Students whose activities are in line with their personal ideals and desires (rather than result from adults’ coercion) are likely to experience
greater satisfaction with school, including when they are complying with adults’ suggestions that are consistent with their beliefs.
Enhance Students’ Interpersonal Connections at Schools
Correlational research suggests that fostering a positive classroom climate, complete with
strong interpersonal bonds between students and teachers, as well as among students,
may hold the most potential for facilitating children’s school satisfaction. Regarding
student–teacher relationships, school administrators may want to expand the dangerously exclusive focus on teachers’ instructional skills and heed the concluding suggestion
of Randolph and colleagues (2010) to strive to employ teachers who are “nice and likeable” (p. 203). This benign recommendation is underscored by the growing number of
charter schools achieving success with historically at-risk students through embracing
an educational philosophy that emphasizes teachers’ personal traits, including forming
strong relationships with children and their families, communicating high expectations
for all children’s learning, and frequently expressing joy and warmth (Mathews, 2009).
Students themselves can contribute to the promotion of positive student–teacher relationships by becoming actively involved in their schooling. Students’ thoughts and behaviors become egocentric when they are not actively involved in their own care (Ferreira &
Bosworth, 2001), underscoring the value of opportunities for students to build caring
relationships with peers, teachers, and the community through service learning projects,
classroom responsibilities, and collaborative learning activities.
At the schoolwide level, positive peer relationships can be facilitated through direct
teaching of social skills in addition to a proactive, preventative approach to peer victimization. Encouraging involvement in school clubs, sports, and other elective after-school
activities may also facilitate bonds between students outside the classroom. Indeed,
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cross-sectional research indicates that students involved in more structured extracurricular activities during middle or high school have somewhat higher school satisfaction
(Huebner & Gilman, 2006).
Arrange Classroom Conditions to Foster Positive Emotions
Classrooms that are moderate in size (for instance, roughly 20 students at the elementary level) and that provide access to curricula and expectations appropriately matched
to students’ cognitive abilities and goals may be ideal in terms of facilitating children’s
school satisfaction. There is particularly strong support for the latter recommendation
when applied to high-achieving and gifted adolescents (Jin & Moon, 2006; Zeidner &
Schleyer, 1999). At a minimum, school satisfaction is unlikely to be diminished by
increasing talented students’ academic demands and expectations. Research with
American high school students found comparable levels of school satisfaction between
high-achieving students in academically rigorous college preparatory programs as
compared to their typically achieving peers in general education (Suldo & ShaunessyDedrick, 2013).
Consider Children’s Contexts Outside of Schools
Children in classrooms come from home circumstances that vary widely in terms of
stability and stress. Stressors some children face range from chronic tension (e.g., family
conflict, illness, poverty) to major household changes resulting from adults’ legal, economic, and interpersonal problems. Insurmountable evidence supports a linear association between greater environmental stress during childhood (e.g., experiences of child
abuse, household dysfunction associated with domestic violence, and mentally ill and/
or imprisoned parents) and risk for deleterious health outcomes throughout adulthood
(Felitti et al., 1998). Clearly, the effects of stress endure beyond the child’s daily exit from
the home. Given that children who incur greater stress appear at risk for diminished
school satisfaction, educators have an even greater rationale for enacting formal mechanisms to identify students incurring environmental stressors and refer these students for
targeted supports (e.g., psychological services, school-based mentoring relationships).
Attend to the School Satisfaction of Boys in Particular
Boys appear at risk for experiencing diminished school satisfaction. Randolph and colleagues (2010) provide a compelling discussion of these mean differences resulting from
either (a) the mismatch between typical expectations for classroom behavior and the
behavioral activity level of boys (whereas girls benefit from the match between traditional gender roles that emphasize compliance) and/or (b) girls’ traditional emphasis on
relatedness (vs. independence), which may allow them to capitalize more on facilitative
peer and teacher relationships available in the classroom context. Vera and colleagues
(2012) encourage educators to promote experiences particularly likely to enhance school
belonging for boys, such as participation in sports teams or clubs. Other strategies likely
to appeal to boys’ preference for independence include the provision of additional leadership opportunities as well as input in class activities when possible.
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The growing body of research on school satisfaction made possible the aforementioned
recommendations for where educators may focus their attempts to systematically
improve students’ satisfaction with their schooling experiences. Next steps for research
involve moving the school satisfaction literature beyond the identification of correlates.
Intervention or longitudinal observational studies are needed to document which educational strategies are responsible for elevations in students’ school satisfaction, as well
as identify causal mechanisms of change. For instance, research is needed to determine
if students’ school satisfaction changes as a function of their engagement in after-school
activities and if strengthened interpersonal connections or pride in one’s school mediate associations between activity involvement and school satisfaction. Similarly, studies
that identify the extent to which changes in school satisfaction covary with changes in
academic performance would help elucidate the interrelationships between these two
crucial student outcomes.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY: SCHOOL SATISFACTION
• Students who like school have better psychological functioning, including greater
overall well-being and fewer symptoms of mental health problems.
• Students who like school also demonstrate better academic adjustment. They are
more compliant and engaged at school and hold more adaptive beliefs that facilitate learning.
• Most students report at least mildly positive perceptions of their schooling
experiences.
• Factors that contribute to differences in students’ school satisfaction include a host
of intrapersonal characteristics and environmental contexts within and outside of
school.
• Older students and boys are at particular risk for liking school less.
• Elevated school satisfaction is most closely tied to positive interpersonal connections at school, especially student–teacher relationships.
• Most correlates of school satisfaction appear robust across cultures.
• Recommendations for enhancing students’ school satisfaction include supporting
adolescents’ need for autonomy, enhancing students’ interpersonal connections at
school, adapting classroom conditions to foster positive emotions, and considering
students’ experiences outside of school.
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This large-scale study of 90 Finnish schools illustrates that consequences of students’ school satisfaction
extend beyond personal risk or benefit to also impacting teachers’ well-being. Findings indicated that teachers
at schools with relatively low mean levels of school satisfaction were absent more from work due to mental
health reasons, particularly stress related.
Froh, J. J., Sefick, W. J., & Emmons, R. A. (2008). Counting blessings in early adolescents: An experimental study of
gratitude and subjective well-being. Journal of School Psychology, 46, 213–233. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2007.03.005
This study provides an example of a classroom-based intervention experimentally shown to have a lasting,
positive impact on children’s school satisfaction. Middle school students who participated daily for 2 weeks in
a writing activity designed to promote grateful thinking experienced gains in school satisfaction, whereas students who wrote about hassles and students in a control condition did not show changes in school satisfaction.

