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Abstract
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is key to an individual’s success throughout life and 
can be fostered in children’s daily settings. School climate has the potential to promote or 
hinder the development of SEL in students. However, it is not clear from previous research 
which specific aspects of school climate relate to which SEL skills. This study conducts 
a secondary data analysis of the Portuguese data from the OECD’s 2019 Study on Social 
and Emotional Skills, exploring the relationships between school climate, namely, inter-
personal relationships and teaching and learning practices, and 10-year-old students’ social 
and emotional skills, through a structural equation modeling approach. Results show that 
peer relationships most strongly affect all social and emotional skills, followed by relation-
ships with teachers, whereas bullying experiences negatively affect students’ SEL. Con-
trary to what was hypothesized, teaching practices, such as teacher pedagogies, coopera-
tive strategies, and active learning strategies, showed some negative effects on students’ 
SEL, with no effects on most skills. Lastly, some school climate dimensions (i.e., school-
level relationships, student evaluation practices) showed no effects on social and emotional 
skills, suggesting a more distal role. These results show interactions taking place inside the 
classroom and focused on relationships, instead of instruction, seem to play a more signifi-
cant role in students’ social and emotional development. This study aims to guide the daily 
practice of teachers in supporting their students’ SEL development and to inform school 
administrations, local, and national public policy on how to best leverage school processes 
to support students’ SEL.
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Introduction

Decades of research and practice have already corroborated the relevance of social and emo-
tional skills for the successful development of individuals across different life contexts and stages 
(Brush et al., 2022; Chernyshenko et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2019). Higher social and emotional 
skills are related to better academic performance (Sackett & Walmsley, 2014) and higher sense 
of school belonging (OECD, 2021), and predict relationships with others (Osher et al., 2020), 
citizenship behavior (Sackett & Walmsley, 2014), better mental and physical health (Strickhouser 
et al., 2017), and greater overall job and life satisfaction in adulthood (Judge et al., 2002).

Social and emotional skills are a multidimensional construct, which includes intraper-
sonal and interpersonal competencies (Domitrovich et al., 2017). They are personal char-
acteristics and abilities, translated into patterns of behavior, thoughts, and feelings, which 
allow for our successful social functioning and wellbeing, including the way we approach 
tasks, manage our behavior, or establish and maintain positive social relations (OECD, 
2021; Steponavičius et al., 2023). In other words, it encompasses skills such as emotional 
control, resilience, sociability, or curiosity.

There are a multitude of social and emotional frameworks which define, operational-
ize, and organize these skills with slight differences. Berg and colleagues (2019) found 136 
frameworks attempting to define and operationalize social and emotional competencies in 
different domains and developmental stages. However, there is a general conceptual consen-
sus on what we are talking about when addressing these different competencies. Research has 
also shown that these skills are shaped by different settings (Cantor et al., 2019) and can be 
learned (Steponavičius et al., 2023). Social-emotional learning (SEL) is the process by which 
the knowledge, attitudes, and abilities necessary to managing emotions, achieving a set of 
goals, feeling and showing empathy for others, establishing and maintaining interpersonal 
relationships, and making responsible decisions are acquired (Weissberg et al., 2015).

Schools stand as a preferred setting for the examination of SEL development, benefiting 
from being children and youth’s main daily context, where they spend most of their time, 
and carry their most significant interactions with peers and other adults. Schools are a com-
plex ecosystem, varying greatly in their characteristics (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). These 
school characteristics are defined as school climate–aspects such as the quality of relation-
ships, teaching and learning practices, safety, belonging, resources, or organizational pro-
cesses (e.g., Zullig et al., 2010). Both overall school climate (e.g., McGiboney, 2021) and 
some specific dimensions (e.g., peer relationships, Pollak et al., 2023; teacher-student rela-
tionships, Poling et al., 2022; sense of school belonging, OECD, 2021) have been found to 
relate to students’ overall social and emotional skills.

In sum, there is some evidence of school climate relating to overall social and emotional 
learning, but little evidence on the specificities of this relationship. This paper looks into 
the specific role of certain school climate dimensions on students’ social and emotional 
skills. We do so by conducting a secondary analysis of OECD data from the 2019 Study on 
Social and Emotional Skills. To our knowledge, this is the first paper to explore the effects 
of specific school climate dimensions on different social and emotional skills.

Social and emotional skills—the OECD approach

One of the frameworks for the development of social and emotional skills for children and 
youth that has been gaining attention in research and practice globally is the one proposed 
by the OECD, largely due to its Study on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES; Kankaraš & 
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Suarez-Alvarez, 2019). This framework conceptualizes social and emotional skills as organ-
ized in a five-dimension structure (inspired by the Big Five model of personality), for a total 
of 15 skills. The five domains are open-mindedness (skills Curiosity, Tolerance, Creativity), 
i.e., liking to learn, generate, and explore new ideas,, being inquisitive, open to different points 
of view,  and appreciative of diversity; task performance (skills responsibility, self-control, 
persistence), i.e., being able to honor commitments and be reliable, to avoid distractions and 
impulses, and to persevere on tasks in order to achieve goals; engaging with others (skills socia-
bility, assertiveness, energy), i.e., being able to initiate and maintain positive social connections, 
express opinions confidently, exert influence over peers, and approach daily life enthusiastically; 
collaboration (skills empathy, trust, cooperation), i.e., understanding the needs of others and 
caring for their well-being, believing others have good intentions, and living in harmony with 
others, valuing interconnectedness; and emotional regulation (skills resilience, optimism, and 
emotional control), i.e., being able to effectively regulate stress, to have a positive outlook on 
life, and to manage negative emotions in the face of frustration (OECD, 2021).

The framework for social and emotional skills presented by the OECD is fairly recent. 
As such, limited empirical evidence has been produced, by independent authors, to criti-
cally support its suitability. Despite overall evidence of good performance (e.g., Barata 
et al., 2024), criticism to this framework includes questioning its cross-cultural comparabil-
ity and western-centric perspective (You, 2025), or the excessive length of its materials, 
leading to participant fatigue (Wang & King, 2024).

The OECD’s Study on Social and Emotional Skills, which took place in 10 countries 
in 2019 and in 23 countries in 2023, stands as the first global effort to measure these skills 
in children and youth (10 and 15 years old), and aiming to understand the contextual fac-
tors—school, family, and community—which may promote or hinder social and emotional 
development (OECD, 2021, 2024).

School climate

Characteristics of the school environment, which influence students’ overall development 
and academic achievement, are commonly referred to as school climate (McGiboney, 
2021). School climate can be described as how a school is, encompassing the norms, val-
ues, relationships, and the organizational and physical structure of a school, which guide its 
members’ patterns of experience (e.g., Thapa et al., 2013).

Despite the lack of a unique definition, there is some consensus regarding the main 
dimensions that characterize school climate, such as the quality of relationships within 
the school (between peers, teacher-student, or staff), teaching and learning practices, per-
ceptions of safety and belonging, organizational structure and leadership, and physical 
resources (Thapa et al., 2013; Zullig et al., 2010). Despite being often used interchangeably 
in the literature (van Houtte & van Maele, 2011), school climate differs from other related 
terms such as “school culture” or “school environment.” For instance, research on school 
culture often addresses aspects of the school life, which overlap with typical school climate 
dimensions (e.g., discipline, leadership, involvement), but traditional conceptualizations of 
school culture focus on shared norms, beliefs, and values (Higgins-D’Alessandro & Sadh, 
1997), whereas school climate encompasses ecology, milieu, and the social system (Barr, 
2011). In this paper, we refer to the consensually accepted definition of school climate 
(e.g., Lewno-Dumdie et al., 2020).

Different aspects of school climate have been extensively researched, mostly in relation 
to students’ academic success (e.g., Erdem & Kaya, 2023), and shown to influence child 
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and youth development, with interpersonal relationships at school being one of the most 
relevant aspects of school climate. Positive peer relationships have been shown to relate 
to students’ life satisfaction and academic achievement (Tepordei et al., 2023), wellbeing, 
emotional regulation, and decreased depression and anxiety (Pollak et al., 2023). Positive 
student–teacher relationships relate to higher academic achievement and school engage-
ment, and higher emotional and behavioral regulation (Poling et al., 2022).

Other proximal processes taking place inside the classroom may be noteworthy for stu-
dents’ social and emotional development, since interactions at school mostly take place 
within the context of academic teaching and learning. The work developed by Pianta, 
Hamre, and colleagues (Hamre et al., 2013; Pianta et al., 2012) defines “classrooms as a 
relational setting for development” (Pianta et al., 2012, pp. 367), in which teachers set the 
tone for all interactions taking place in the classroom, as well as for student engagement, 
motivation, and ability to learn. As such, teaching practices and methods, as well as class-
room management, motivation, and engagement with students, are also central aspects of 
school climate.

Linking school climate and social and emotional skills

Overall school climate has been consistently found to be positively related to different 
student outcomes, including social and emotional learning (see McGiboney, 2021 for a 
detailed summary). The first OECD Study on Social and Emotional Skills (OECD, 2021), 
which reports school climate as measured by sense of school belonging, bullying expe-
riences, and perceived quality of relationships with teachers, shows that sense of school 
belonging particularly relates to the skills of sociability, cooperation, and optimism; bul-
lying experiences negatively correlate with nearly all skills; and student–teacher relations 
positively correlate with nearly all skills, particularly optimism, curiosity, and cooperation.

The relationship between school climate and SEL is seen in different socioeconomic 
contexts and cultures, including in low-income countries (Larson et  al., 2020). For 
instance, a study comparing the influence of students’ perceptions of teacher support, stu-
dent–student support, and opportunities for autonomy in the classroom on socioemotional 
adjustment between Chinese and American adolescents found students’ perceptions of all 
three dimensions to be positively associated with adolescents’ self-esteem, and negatively 
related to depressive symptoms for both samples (Jia et al., 2009). Research on school and 
classroom quality in South America finds ties between the teaching environment, diversity 
climate, and violence prevalence, and students’ overall wellbeing, sense of belonging and 
engagement, and school adjustment (Preiss et al., 2015). Luque González and colleagues 
(2022)  found that positive perceptions of teacher–student relations, student–student rela-
tions, liking of school, and fairness of school rules positively relate with emotional intelli-
gence (emotional attention, clarity of feelings, and mood repair) across different European 
countries (Spain, Norway, and Poland; Luque González et al., 2022).

A positive school climate may even attenuate the adverse effects of low family socio-
economic status on students’ social and emotional development. For instance, using SSES 
2019 data from China, Shi and colleagues (2023) found that socioemotional aspects of the 
school climate (namely, school SEL evaluation, school SEL promotion, and school SEL 
training) mitigate the negative impact of low socioeconomic status on students’ collabora-
tion-, task performance-, and emotional regulation-domain skills (Shi et  al., 2023). Fur-
thermore, interventions aimed at improving classroom quality and interpersonal relation-
ships at school show positive impacts on students’ SEL. A meta-analysis by Korpershoek 
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and colleagues (Korpershoek et  al., 2016) shows that interventions targeting teachers’ 
behavior, students’ behavior, students’ social-emotional development, and teacher–student 
relationships showed effects on students’ socioemotional outcomes.

Research has been offering evidence that certain school characteristics—particularly 
those related to interpersonal relationships, school belonging, and processes taking place 
inside the classroom—may more directly support students’ social and emotional devel-
opment (i.e., play a more proximal role); whereas other school climate dimensions may 
be more distal. However, previous research is unclear as to what specific school climate 
dimensions may matter more for specific social and emotional skills.

Proximal dimensions of school climate and students’ SEL

Positive relationships with friends and classmates at school are primordial to student well-
being and adjusted development (Long et al., 2021). Students’ perceptions of a coopera-
tive school climate relate to more positive overall social and emotional skills, particularly 
for underprivileged students (Wang et al., 2022), whereas peer support, and feeling con-
nected and safe at school stand as strong protective predictors of student wellbeing (Lester 
& Cross, 2015).

Studies have shown this association between peer relationships and student outcomes, 
such as improved life satisfaction (Tepordei et al., 2023) and overall mental health (Long 
et  al., 2021), decreased depressive symptoms (Adedeji et  al., 2022), better academic 
achievement (Yaoyao, 2021), and higher school connectedness and belonging (Gowing, 
2019). Inversely, negative relations with peers, such as bullying victimization experiences, 
are related to lower core SEL competencies (namely, social awareness, relationship skills, 
and self-management; Yang et al., 2020) and overall poorer mental health (Konishi et al., 
2018).

Positive relationships between students and their teachers are also essential to students’ 
sense of wellbeing and adjustment, and a key facilitator of student learning (Al Nassari 
et al., 2014), as well as of teacher job satisfaction, sense of effectiveness (Zee et al., 2016), 
and wellbeing (Bottiani et al., 2019; McLean & Connor, 2015). For instance, higher per-
ceived relationship quality with teachers predicted lower child-reported depressive symp-
toms (Rucinski et al., 2018), and increased students’ prosocial behavior (Longobardi et al., 
2021). Also, when students perceive greater social and emotional support by their teachers, 
they are more likely to report higher levels of their own social and emotional competence 
(Collie, 2022).

Distal dimensions of school climate and students’ SEL

Conversely, it may also be true that other school climate dimensions, such as organiza-
tional characteristics, structural indicators, or individual teacher-related processes, indi-
rectly relate to students’ SEL. For instance, when teachers perceive a more positive over-
all school climate (Fang & Qi, 2023), they also report a higher sense of job satisfaction 
and self-efficacy, which in turn increases classroom management quality and relationships 
with students, improving student SEL. Also, headteachers’ leadership style largely influ-
ences school climate, which in turn relates to students’ socioemotional development (Oye-
tunji, 2009), and better school infrastructure and resources impact student learning and 
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achievement (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2017; Yang & Lee, 2022), which are an outcome 
of social and emotional skills.

For instance, students’ perceptions of teacher leadership, helpful, and understanding 
behaviors are positively related to their SEL skills (Şi̇mşek & Mutlu, 2021). Additionally, 
classrooms composed of a majority of high-risk children in terms of social and behavioral 
skills are more likely to have lower levels of emotional support, classroom organization, 
and instructional support (Sutton et al., 2021), showing how students’ socioemotional char-
acteristics also influence teacher practices inside the classroom.

As for instructional practices, a review by Huang and Lajoie (2023) makes the case for 
social-emotional interactions positively relating to collaborative learning, but the authors 
also highlight that these findings are often mixed. Additionally, “teachers who increase test 
performance are not necessarily the same as those who help students improve their social-
emotional skills” (Loeb et  al., 2018, p. 2). In fact, Jackson (2018) found larger teacher 
effects on non-cognitive skills than on test scores, which largely predicted high-school 
completion and later university attendance (Jackson, 2018). This suggests that different 
teaching practices (i.e., more focused on relationships versus on instruction) may relate dif-
ferently to student outcomes.

The way teachers perceive leadership, interpersonal relations, and organization at their 
school dictates how they experience and navigate daily school life, ultimately transpiring it 
to their students. For instance, teachers’ work engagement and sense of community relates 
positively with children’s social, emotional and behavioral functioning in early childhood 
(Bostic et al., 2023). Implementation research also shows that the impact of SEL interven-
tions on student outcomes is larger in schools with lower levels of leadership, accountabil-
ity, and safety (as perceived by teachers) at pre-test, i.e., where there was greater room for 
improvement (McCormick et al., 2015), and that teachers’ perceptions of good socioemo-
tional leadership from their school administrations lead to higher implementation quality, 
increasing impacts on students’ SEL (Li et al., 2023).

SEL practices

The investment on research and implementation of school-based SEL interventions has 
shown evidence of impacts on an array of student outcomes, such as academic achievement 
(Corcoran et al., 2018), overall mental health and wellbeing, and decreased risk behaviors 
(Sklad et al., 2012), and the effective development of social and emotional skills (Cipri-
ano et al., 2023; Durlak et al., 2022), but also for teachers, such as an increase in teach-
ers’ social and emotional competence and wellbeing, and decreased psychological distress 
(Oliveira et  al., 2021), as well as in classroom quality and teacher-student relationships 
(Korpershoek et al., 2016), and the wider school community, positively impacting school 
climate, and the quality of school–family relationships (Cipriano et al., 2023). SEL inter-
ventions have also been found to be more effective when implemented by teachers (as 
opposed to staff external to the school; Al-Jbouri et al., 2023), as well as when taking a sys-
temic and whole-school approach (Goldberg et al., 2019). Research has been recommend-
ing the ultimate aim of embedding social and emotional learning in schools’ curriculum 
(Cefai et al., 2018), since SEL practices at the classroom level have proven their efficacy 
(Jomaa et al., 2023; Korpershoek et al., 2016).

However, despite the reported evidence on how different aspects of school climate relate 
to students’ social and emotional development, the current gap in the literature is twofold. 
First, there is little research on what specific characteristics of school climate relate to 
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which social and emotional skills (Bosacki et al., 2023). Second, there is a lack of clarity in 
the literature on how these two constructs relate conceptually, with SEL being sometimes 
included as a dimension of school climate, or with school climate being framed as either 
a dimension or an outcome of social and emotional learning. In this study, we argue that 
school climate dimensions related to interpersonal relationships and to teaching practices 
directly affect students’ social and emotional skills.

The current study

Taking advantage of the rich contextual description of educational settings by both students 
and teachers, as well as of the comprehensive evaluation of children’s social and emotional 
skills provided by data from the OECD’s Study on Social and Emotional Skills (2021), the 
present study aims to understand the relationship between the school climate dimensions of 
both interpersonal relationships and teaching practices, and students’ social and emotional 
skills, through a structural equation modeling approach, by conducting a secondary analy-
sis of data from the 10-year-old Sintra sample of the SSES 2019.

Specifically, we aim to address the question “Which school climate dimensions relate to 
which social and emotional skills?” We hypothesize that both school climate dimensions 
of interpersonal relations and teaching practices relate positively with overall social and 
emotional skills, and we particularly expect the following findings:

(a)	 a positive effect of peer relationships, teacher-student relationships, and overall school 
relationships on all social and emotional skills, expecting larger effects on skills from 
the emotional regulation, engaging with others, and collaboration domains;

(b)	 a negative effect of bullying experiences on all social and emotional skills, expect-
ing larger effects on skills from the engaging with others and emotional regulation 
domains;

(c)	 a positive effect of teacher pedagogies, and collaborative and active teaching practices 
on skills from the collaboration, open-mindedness, and task performance domains;

(d)	 effects of the Interpersonal relationships domain to be larger than those of the teaching 
practices domain.

Figure 1 illustrates how the structural model hypothesized in this study was developed 
and how the diagram with SEM results should be interpreted. School climate latent vari-
ables are the exogenous variables, and social and emotional skills latent variables are the 
endogenous variables in our model. When interpreting the diagram with results of the 
structural model, bold arrows indicate significant positive effects, and thinner arrows indi-
cate significant negative effects.

Methods

Sample

We used data from the OECD Study on Social and Emotional Skills in 2019 (SSES; OECD, 
2021). The SSES was administered to over 60 000 participants of 10 and 15 years of age 
in 10 cities around the world, collecting data on 15 different social and emotional skills, as 
well as on sociodemographic, family, school, and community contextual characteristics, 
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with data on students’ skills being reported by students, families, and teachers. Portugal 
was represented in this study by the Municipality of Sintra, contributing with nearly 4000 
participants. In this paper, we included data from the SSES 2019 younger cohort only (i.e., 
10-year-old students). Data was collected by the OECD, and made publicly available on 
their website. We used these clean databases, downloaded from the OECD’s SSES direc-
tory, for the purpose of our study.

Student sample

The study sample of students consists of 2242 ten-year-old students attending school in the 
municipality of Sintra between September and December of 2019.

Students’ mean age was 10.85 years old (SD = 0.29), with 51.6% being female. Students 
attended between the second and the sixth grades of the Portuguese educational system 
(M = 5.30, SD = 0.58), with the majority attending fifth grade (59.55%). Over 4% of stu-
dents in this cohort were considered of special educational needs. The majority (88.1%) 
was born in Portugal, but only two-thirds of parents were so (66.5% of mothers and 67% of 
fathers). Most students spoke Portuguese at home (91.6%; Table 1).

The Portuguese educational system comprises 12  years of compulsory schooling, 
typically attended by students between the ages of six and 18. The first 4 years (first to 
fourth grades) correspond to the first cycle of basic education (primary education), fol-
lowed by the second cycle (fifth and sixth grades) and the third cycle (seventh to ninth 
grades). The final stage (tenth to twelfth grades) constitutes secondary education (or high 
school). Accordingly, students aged 10 years old are most commonly enrolled in the fourth 
or fifth grade. However, some students may have repeated one or more school years, which 

Fig. 1   Proposed structural associations between school climate dimensions and SE skills, respecting cor-
relations within domains
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accounts for the presence of second and third graders in our sample. Additionally, stu-
dents who have not yet turned 11 years at the beginning of the academic year may still be 
10 years old during early sixth grade, which explains the inclusion of some sixth grader 
students in our sample. This also means some students have already transitioned from the 
first to the second cycle, while others have not. The vast majority of our sample (95.05%), 
however, attended the second cycle of schooling (i.e., fifth or sixth grade).

Teacher sample

The study sample of teachers consists of 364 teachers working at a school in the municipal-
ity of Sintra between September and December of 2019.

Most (82.5%) were female, with a mean age of 49.01 years (SD = 8.833). They had an 
average of 23.44 years of teaching experience (SD = 9.779), having spent around 9.30 years 
(SD = 8.832) at their current school. Only 5.8% of teachers taught at more than one school, 
and the majority (95.6%) taught full-time. Most teachers were highly qualified, with 86.9% 
holding a master’s degree (Table 2).

School sample

Data for the 10-year-old student sample was collected in 52 schools, in which three 
were private (with the remainder being public). Schools had an average of 825 students 
(SD = 652.63), and 74 teachers (SD = 64.35), with an average student–teacher ratio 

Table 1   Students’ 
sociodemographic characteristics

a International Socio-Economic Index of occupational status; Ganze-
boom et al., 1992

N M SD Min Max

Age 2242 10.85 0.29 10.25 11.42
Grade 2242 5.30 0.58 2 6
ISEIa of Mother 1929 38.98 17.67 10 89
ISEI of Father 1861 41.70 15.94 10 89

N %
Second grade 1 0.05
Third grade 12 0.54
Fourth grade 99 4.42
Fifth grade 1335 59.55
Sixth grade 795 35.5
Female 1156 51.6
Male 1040 46.4
Other 11 0.5
Special educational needs 95 4.2
Student born in Portugal 1874 88.1
Mother born in Portugal 1410 66.5
Father born in Portugal 1405 67.0
Speaks Portuguese at home 1974 91.6
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of 13.38 (SD = 5.16). Most schools (54.2%) are located in a town (i.e., with 15, 000 to 
100,000 inhabitants); 37.5% of schools reported having 26–50% of students from socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged homes, and 25% of schools reported having 11–25% of students 
from an immigrant background (Table 3).

Measures

The Survey on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES) – Student form (OECD, 2021) is a self-
report instrument composed of 120 items, answered on a scale of 1 (totally disagree) to 
5 (totally agree), which allows the assessment of a set of 15 social and emotional skills 

Table 2   Teachers’ sociodemographic characteristics

N M SD Min Max

Age 361 49.01 8.833 28 68
Years teaching at this school 353 9.30 8.832 0 38
Years as a teacher in total 353 23.44 9.779 0 44
Years in other education roles 

(apart from teaching)
333 6.47 10.331 0 44

N %
Gender Female 297 82.5

Male 60 16.7
Teaching at another school 21 5.8
Teaching full time 344 95.6
Level of formal education Below upper secondary education 2 0.6

Upper secondary education 1 0.3
Bachelor’s degree (or equivalent) 42 11.7
Master’s degree (or equivalent) 312 86.9
Doctorate 2 0.6

Initial teaching qualifications Standard programme at a post-sec-
ondary institution

212 69.3

In-service programme 83 27.1
Work-based programme 7 2.3
Training in a field other than teaching 3 1.0

Subjects taught Reading, writing and literature 79 24.5
Mathematics 66 20.6
Science 53 16.7
Social studies 40 12.6
Modern foreign languages 39 12.3
Ancient Greek and/or Latin 1 0.3
Technology 29 9.2
Arts 63 19.4
Physical education 33 10.5
Religion and/or ethics 7 2.3
Practical and vocational skills 9 2.9
Other 96 69.0
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by child or youth participants. It theoretically frames the targeted skills in a five-dimen-
sion structure similar to that of the Big Five model of personality. However, also following 
recent trends in the literature, the OECD approaches these skills as being malleable, learn-
able, and context dependent, as opposed to fixed traits of personality (Kankaraš & Suarez-
Alvarez, 2019). This Big Five structure aims to provide a “general outline of how these 
skills are organized” (Chernyshenko et al., 2018, p. 9), but each individual skill should still 
be interpreted and measured separately.

Each of the 15 subscales is composed of eight items; the subscales are assertiveness 
(“I enjoy leading others”), cooperation (“I get along well with others”), creativity (“I have 
a good imagination”), curiosity (“I like learning new things”), emotional control (“I stay 
calm even in tense situations”), empathy (“I know how to comfort others”), energy (“I am 
full of energy”), optimism (“I look at the bright side of life”), persistence/perseverance (“I 
make sure that I finish tasks”), resilience/stress resistance (“I am relaxed and handle stress 
well”), responsibility (“I am a responsible person”), self-control (“I stop to think before 
acting”), sociability (“I make friends easily”), tolerance (“I like hearing about other cul-
tures and religions”), and trust (“I believe most people are kind”).

Data from the global sample of SSES main study by OECD (2021) indicates Cron-
bach’s alpha’s internal consistency levels between 0.71 (empathy) and 0.85 (assertiveness). 

Table 3   School characteristics

N M SD Min Max

Total number of students 40 825.35 652.63 175 2800
Total number of teachers 40 74.3 64.35 8 285
Student–teacher ratio 38 13.38 5.16 2.17 29.38
Funding by government (%) 45 83.88 25.32 0 100
Funding by parents (%) 44 11.23 25.74 0 100
School enrolment—boys 40 410.35 309.22 77 1144
School enrolment—girls 40 415 357.03 87 1800

N %
Public school 49 94.2
Private school 3 5.8
School location Village or rural area 2 4.2

Small town 15 31.3
Town 26 54.2
City 2 4.2

% of students from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged homes

Less than 5% 3 6.3
5–10% 4 8.3
11–25% 6 12.5
26–50% 18 37.5
More than 50% 3 6.3

% of students from immigrant background Less than 5% 8 16.7
5–10% 7 14.6
11–25% 12 25.0
26–50% 5 10.4
More than 50% 1 2.1
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With the dissemination of the study’s results by OECD, and the subsequent availability of 
the instrument, several educational and community interventions promoting children and 
youth’s social and emotional skills across Portugal had the opportunity to administer the 
SSES to evaluate the impact of their interventions.1 A study by Castro et al. (2023) tested 
the validity of the SSES – Child/Youth form with this nationally representative community 
sample, corroborating the instruments good psychometric properties and overall useful-
ness for educational and community practitioners and researchers: internal consistency lev-
els ranged from 0.697 (empathy) to 0.903 (persistence/perseverance), with the total scale 
showing an excellent level of internal consistency (ɑ = 0.951; Castro et al., 2023).

For the purpose of this study, a preliminary exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was con-
ducted to explore the factor structure of social and emotional skills items for 10-year-old 
students. Table 4 summarily presents the final structure of 12 components [KMO = 0.947; 
Bartlett, χ2 (7140) = 76,733.113, p <.001, accounting for 49.22% of total variance], and the 
corresponding load of the final 83 items to its main component, which were named as fol-
lows: emotional control, cooperation, leadership, task persistence, responsibility, tolerance 
and curiosity, trust in others, resilience, optimism, creativity, energy, and sociability.

The Contextual Questionnaire – Student form includes a total of 170 items, organized as 
follows: 15 items with anchoring vignettes (e.g., “How much do you agree that each of the 
following students is a kind person?”); 43 items addressing sociodemographic information; 
11 items addressing physical and psychological wellbeing, overall Life satisfaction, and 
perceptions of safety; two items regarding future educational level and job expectations; 
five items asking how informed the student is on several current societal issues; 45 items 
addressing quality of relationships with others (parents, teachers, friends, classmates); 12 
items regarding how the student spends their free time; six items regarding sense of school 
belonging; four items about perceptions of school cooperative and competitive climate 
between students; six items addressing bullying experiences at school; three items on stu-
dent–teacher relationships; three items about experiencing anxiety when taking a test; five 
items about engagement in extracurricular activities; three items on growth mindset; and 
seven items of cognitive assessment. For the purpose of this study, we used a total of 18 
items, addressing aspects such as relationships with peers and teachers, sense of school 
belonging, perceptions of school climate, and bullying experiences.

The Contextual Questionnaire – Teacher form includes a total of 120 items, organ-
ized as follows: 24 items regarding sociodemographic characteristics and formal teacher 
training specificities; 14 items on active learning pedagogies and collaborative practices 
adopted in the classroom (e.g., “How often do you assign the following activities to your 
students?: Preparing and giving a talk/presentation together”); seven items on teacher ped-
agogies (e.g., “In your teaching, to what extent can you do the following?: Help my stu-
dents to value learning”); nine items on student assessment and grade assignment; 15 items 
on the promotion and evaluation practices of social and emotional skills at the school; 14 
items regarding the extent to which the teacher considers student learning hindered by dif-
ferent school characteristics; 10 items addressing perceptions of overall school organiza-
tional and relational climate; eight items regarding perceptions of bullying in the school 
community; one item on job satisfaction; three items on growth mindset; and lastly, 15 
items with anchoring vignettes (e.g., “How much do you agree that each of the following 
students is a hard-working person?”). For the purpose of this study, we used a total of 43 

1  This took place within the scope of the Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge, an initiative funded by the 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation (https://​gulbe​nkian.​pt/​acade​mias).

https://gulbenkian.pt/academias
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items, addressing aspects such as teaching practices in the classroom, pedagogical prac-
tices, relationships with students, student evaluation practices, social and emotional skills 
policies at the school, and overall school-level relationships (teacher-student, and between 
teachers and/or staff).

For the purpose of this study, a preliminary exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was 
conducted to explore the factor structure of items addressing school climate (particularly 
regarding relational aspects, and teaching practices) for 10-year-old students. Table  5 
summarily presents the final structure of nine components [KMO = 0.750; Bartlett, χ2 
(1830) = 26,299.431, p <.001, accounting for 56.61% of total variance], and the corre-
sponding load of the final 47 items to its main component, which were named as follows: 
teacher pedagogies, overall school-level relationships, relationships with peers, student 
evaluation practices, bullying experiences, collaborative classroom practices, active learn-
ing pedagogies, social and emotional skills promotion in the classroom, and relationships 
with teachers. 

Ethics

This paper employed only secondary analysis of data directly collected by the OECD with 
students from Sintra, Portugal, as part of the first edition of the Study on Social and Emo-
tional Skills (OECD, 2021). The OECD employed rigorous data collection, management, 
and ethical procedures, which can be found in detail in the final report and technical report 
of the study. All materials pertaining to the study, as well as the databases used in this 
research, are publicly available online.

Data analysis

The factors drawn from the exploratory factor analyses for both School Climate and 
Social and Emotional Skills dimensions were used as constructs in a structural equation 
model (SEM), and its items were used as observed variables. For all tested models, the 
used estimator was the weighted least square mean and variance adjusted (WLSMV). The 
chi-square test was used for model fit, and other indices used for the goodness-of-fit test 
included the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), the root-mean-
square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the weighted root-mean square residual 
(WRMR). For the CFI and TLI indices, values over 0.90 represent an acceptable fit, with a 
good fit being over 0.95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999), whereas for RMSEA values are considered 
acceptable if below 0.06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). All SEM analyses were conducted using 
Mplus 7.

We tested the measurement models for both School Climate and Social and Emo-
tional Skills. For both, we analyzed the standardized estimates for all observed variables 
and excluded those with low estimates (i.e., < 0.5), as long as model fit improved. This 
resulted in the exclusion of three items from the School Climate measurement model, and 
nine items from the social and emotional (SE) skills measurement model (including all 
items in the energy construct, which was fully excluded). Model fit for both measurement 
models was still low for CFI and TLI indices (school climate (χ2 (1484) = 11,345.190, 
CFI = 0.755, TLI = 0.737; social and emotional skills (χ2 (3254) = 15,816.382, CFI = 0.787, 
TLI = 0.778), but acceptable for RMSEA (school climate RMSEA = 0.061; social and emo-
tional skills RMSEA = 0.042). Despite the low fit for CFI and TLI indices, but acceptable 
for RMSEA, results were coherent with what was obtained in each EFA, and thus, both 
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models were kept. For the structural model, we used all school climate and social and emo-
tional skills at the same level, and ignored the two-level measurement structure. Online 
resource 1, Supplementary Table 3 presents the detailed item loadings for both measure-
ment models.

The structural model was defined with all nine school climate constructs as latent 
independent variables, and all 11 social and emotional skills construct as latent depend-
ent variables. Students’ gender (i.e., being female), school grade, mother education, and 
socioeconomic status were added as control variables, and data was clustered by school. 
We correlated exogenous variables between each other, and endogenous variables between 
each other. Results on correlation estimates can be found in Online resource 1, Supplemen-
tary Table 4.

Figure 1 exemplifies the tested structural model, whereas Fig. 2 presents model results. 
Due to the complexity of the model, and for improved clarity in reading and interpret-
ing results, Fig. 2 illustrates all significant paths found in the structural model, with bold 
arrows showing significant positive paths, and thinner arrows showing significant negative 
paths. Table  6 presents all individual structural paths estimates and their corresponding 
level of significance.

Results

The estimated structural model presented good fit (χ2 (6987) = 8662.383, RMSEA = 0.010, 
CFI = 0.896, TLI = 0.890, WRMR = 1.750), with all indices of goodness of fit ranging from 
acceptable to good.

Direct effects among latent variables demonstrated that relationships with peers have 
a positive association to all social and emotional skills. The effects are larger for socia-
bility (β = 0.724, p < 0.001), trust in others (β = 0.645, p < 0.001), optimism (β = 0.529, 
p < 0.001), and cooperation (β = 0.521, p < 0.001), and small for resilience (β = 0.276, 
p < 0.001), leadership (β = 0.176, p < 0.001), and responsibility (β = 0.077, p = 0.046), 
although all statistically significant.

Relationships with teachers have positive associations, although small, to most 
social and emotional skills: responsibility (β = 0.223, p < 0.001), tolerance and curiosity 
(β = 0.165, p < 0.001), task persistence (β = 0.149, p < 0.001), emotional control (β = 0.097, 
p < 0.001), cooperation (β = 0.090, p = 0.002), and optimism (β = 0.068, p = 0.016), and a 
small negative relation to sociability (β = − 0.095, p < 0.001).

Bullying experiences have a negative effect on most skills, with this effect being mod-
erate for responsibility (β = − 0.343, p < 0.001), and small for the remaining skills, rang-
ing between − 0.288 for resilience (p < 0.001) and − 0.077 for cooperation (p = 0.007). A 
small but significant positive association of bullying experiences was found to leadership 
(β = 0.174, p < 0.001).

As for teacher pedagogies, all significant paths to social and emotional skills are nega-
tive but small, specifically on emotional control (β = − 0.093, p = 0.018), sociability (β = 
− 0.087, p = 0.021), and resilience (β = − 0.072, p = 0.006). Partially significant, small neg-
ative associations were also found for optimism (β = − 0.065, p = 0.055) and cooperation 
(β = − 0.064, p = 0.055).

The same is true for cooperative classroom practices, which negatively relate to 
Emotional control, with a small but significant effect size (β = − 0.091, p = 0.003), 
and tolerance and curiosity, with a small and partially significant effect (β = − 0.074, 
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p = 0.051); as well as for the promotion of social and emotional skills in class, which 
partially negatively relates to students’ emotional control (β = − 0.063, p = 0.089) and 
sociability (β = − 0.059, p = 0.073).

Active learning pedagogies show small positive associations with Resilience 
(β = 0.110, p = 0.001) and emotional control (β = 0.063, p = 0.075).

Overall, school-level relationships and student evaluation practices do not seem to 
directly relate to social and emotional skills.

To control for the role of sociodemographic variables, social and emotions skills con-
structs were regressed onto the variables gender (i.e., being female), school grade, mater-
nal education, and socioeconomic status. Results show that being female relates negatively 
with cooperation (β = − 0.206, p < 0.001), task persistence (β = − 0.116, p < 0.001), crea-
tivity (β = − 0.112, p < 0.001), tolerance and curiosity (β = − 0.112, p < 0.001), and trust in 
others (β = − 0.042, p = 0.054), and positively with resilience (β = 0.219, p < 0.001). Stu-
dents’ grade relates negatively with leadership (β = − 0.121, p < 0.001), task persistence 
(β = − 0.085, p = 0.001), tolerance and curiosity (β = − 0.080, p = 0.001), creativity (β = 
− 0.073, p = 0.001), and emotional control (β = − 0.065, p = 0.015). Maternal educational 
level partially negatively relates only with creativity (β = − 0.058, p = 0.055). Lastly, stu-
dents’ socioeconomic status relates positively with creativity (β = 0.164, p < 0.001), task 
persistence (β = 0.126, p < 0.001), responsibility (β = 0.125, p < 0.001), and leadership 
(β = 0.080, p = 0.018). All effect sizes for the control variables are small.

Correlations between school climate latent variables showed half were significant, with 
relationships with peers and teacher pedagogies correlating positively with most other 
school climate dimensions; correlations were small to moderate in size (between r = 0.462 
and r = − 0.191). As for social and emotional skills, the vast majority correlated posi-
tively and significantly with each other; most correlations were small to moderate in size, 
but some are considered large (ranging between r = 0.664 and r = − 0.157). See Online 
resource 1, Supplementary Table 4 for the full correlation matrix.

Discussion

This study aimed to understand how specific school climate dimensions—particularly in 
the domains of interpersonal relationships and teaching practices—related to different 
social and emotional skills in students. It did so through a structural equation modeling 
approach, which allowed us to parse out the contribution of each dimension, while also 
allowing for the natural overlap among dimensions and skills.

Model results showed good fit to the data, indicating this seems to be an adequate depic-
tion of how these dimensions interact for 10-year-old students. Our findings partially sup-
port our hypothesis. Specifically, hypothesis (a) was fully confirmed for effects of peer 
relationships, partly confirmed for effects of teacher–student relationships, and not con-
firmed for effects of overall school-level relationships; hypothesis (b) on the effect of bul-
lying experiences was also mostly confirmed, except for unexpected findings of a positive 
effect on leadership, and a larger negative effect on responsibility; hypothesis (c) was over-
all not confirmed, since mixed effects were found of teacher pedagogies, and collaborative 
and active teaching practices; and hypothesis (d) was confirmed and even surpassed, since 
we found not only larger but also more frequent effects of interpersonal relationships than 
teaching practices on students’ social and emotional skills.
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Structural model results confirm our hypothesis that relational aspects of the school cli-
mate are of the utmost relevance to students’ social and emotional development, more so 
than other processes taking place inside the classroom, which are more related to teaching 
and learning practices. This was found to be especially true for relationships with peers 
which, as hypothesized, were proven to be predictive of every single SEL skill measured, 

Model fit: χ2(6987)=8662.383, RMSEA=0.010, CFI=0.896, TLI=0.890, WRMR=1.750.
Bold arrows indicate significant positive effects, thin arrows indicate significant negative effects.

Fig. 2   Significant effects of the association between school climate dimensions and social and emotional 
skills. Model fit: χ2(6987) = 8662.383, RMSEA = 0.010, CFI = 0.896, TLI = 0.890, WRMR = 1.750. Bold 
arrows indicate significant positive effects; thin arrows indicate significant negative effects
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and more so of those in the domains of engaging with others (sociability), collaboration 
(trust in others, cooperation), and emotional regulation (optimism). This is not surpris-
ing since peers take on a more significant role as children grow older (Evans et al., 2018). 
In the Portuguese schooling system, this relationship may be intensified by the transi-
tion from primary school (fourth grade) to middle school (fifth grade), when friends and 
classmates play a more key role than teachers or other adults (Waters et al., 2014). Indeed, 
there is a vast body of literature on the importance of positive peer relationships, and how 
these interact with a variety of individual (skills, well-being, behavior) and environmental 
(school, family, community, technology) factors, particularly in early adolescence. A sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis by Mitic and colleagues (2021) pinpoints social–emo-
tional skills as one of the most relevant factors for positive peer relationships, as well as 
aspects of the school environment, for early adolescents. Similarly, a qualitative study with 
early adolescents at the time of school transition shows these students identify socioemo-
tional behaviors (such as kindness, empathic actions, conflict management, communica-
tion) as determinants for the development of positive friendships (Krammer et al., 2023). 
Lastly, evidence from intervention studies (e.g., Orson et  al., 2020; Renick & Schaefer, 
2025) and systematic reviews of interventions (Pollak et al., 2023) shows how promoting 
social and emotional skills and positive peer relationships positively affect each other, par-
ticularly in early adolescence. In the midst of the transforming period that is adolescence 
(neurologically, socially and emotionally), the intertwine between socioemotional develop-
ment and relationships with peers seems to be particularly relevant (Oberle et al., 2010).

Relationships with teachers were also relevant, but their impact was specific, rather than 
undifferentiated. We found that a positive relationship with teachers more directly and pos-
itively affected 10-year-old students’ skills in the domains of task performance (responsi-
bility, task persistence), emotional regulation (emotional control), and open-mindedness 
(tolerance and curiosity). This partly corroborates our hypothesis, as we did not foresee 
effects on task performance-related skills. However, these findings may be explained by 
the fact that relationships with teachers are established mostly based on formal interac-
tions, taking place inside the classroom in a teaching and learning exchange (Pianta et al., 
2003, 2012). We also found a surprising negative effect of relationships with teachers on 
sociability—i.e., students’ ability to initiate and maintain social connections with others. 
This may suggest that students who are best at negotiating relationships with teachers may 
have more difficulty making (and maintaining) new peer friendships. Despite the major-
ity of prior research pointing to a positive association between student–teacher and stu-
dent–student relationships (i.e., students who get along well with teachers also tend to have 
better peer relationships; e.g. Longobardi et al., 2022), some studies report mixed findings. 
For example, Li and colleagues (2024) found both positive and negative student–teacher 
relationships related to disliking between peers, consequently affecting students’ class-
room engagement. More specifically, the effect of negative teacher–student relationships 
on classroom engagement was larger for students who were less disliked by their peers (Li 
et al., 2024).

The negative effect of bullying experiences on most social and emotional skills is 
expected, and its adverse effects on a set of student outcomes is well documented (Armit-
age, 2021; Moore et al., 2017). Previous research has even found significant associations 
between bullying victimization and three core SEL competencies (social awareness, rela-
tionship skills, and self-management; Yang et al., 2020). As hypothesized, bullying expe-
riences have a larger negative effect on skills from the domains of emotional regulation 
(resilience, emotional control, optimism), engaging with others (sociability), and collab-
oration (trust in others, cooperation). Its largest effect was, however, on responsibility, 
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which we did not predict. This is further evidence of the negative impact of bullying vic-
timization on school engagement and related academic success (Totura et al., 2013). The 
positive association between bullying experiences and students’ leadership is found else-
where in the literature: Dong and colleagues found that negative leaders tend to more fre-
quently be victims of bullying than positive leaders in early middle school children, sug-
gesting different leadership profiles may explain this interaction (Dong et al., 2023). Our 
results add evidence to the importance of investing in preventing bullying behaviors and 
improving peer relationships in school settings (Smith & Low, 2013).

As for teacher pedagogies, i.e., how teachers motivate their students and lead them to 
believe they can do well, its negative effects on students’ social and emotional skills seem 
more relevant in skills related to Emotional regulation (emotional control, resilience, opti-
mism), and to interpersonal skills (cooperation, sociability). There may be several reasons 
for this finding. First, it may be a result of the mutual support between students’ social and 
emotional skills and school climate variables, in the sense that teachers may invest more in 
caring for, and motivating their students who lack emotional regulation skills. For instance, 
previous research has found that higher levels of teachers’ care and emotional support 
relate to students’ lower academic persistence and higher feelings of anger (Ferguson et al., 
2015). A meta-analysis by Lei and colleagues (2018) also found that higher teacher sup-
port relates more strongly to students’ negative academic emotions (e.g., anxiety, boredom, 
anger, hopelessness); on the contrary, the relationship between teacher support and positive 
academic emotions (e.g., relief, hope, enjoyment, pride) is weak; these findings are more 
significant for middle school students, when compared to all other age groups (Lei et al., 
2018).

Second, because data relies on teacher self-report of their classroom practices, and 
emphasizes frequency over quality, there may be a gap between what teachers report doing, 
and the quality of their actual practices. As argued by Dietrich and colleagues (2020), 
there needs to be further evidence on how different aspects of teacher–student relation-
ships (i.e., focusing more on relational versus instructional aspects) influence student out-
comes, including social and emotional (Dietrich et  al., 2020). For instance, research by 
Raave (2024) found that different profiles of teacher–student interactions relate differently 
to specific students’ social and emotional skills: compliant and confrontational teachers 
show a negative effect on students’ self-control, empathy, trust, cooperation and responsi-
bility, whereas helpful and dissatisfied teachers positively impact students’ responsibility, 
assertiveness, persistence and self-control.

Teaching practices seemed to be of lesser significance for specific social and emotional 
skills when compared to more relational aspects of the school climate, as we hypothesized. 
However, some specific relationships are noteworthy. The frequent use of collaborative 
classroom practices seems to negatively affect students’ emotional control, tolerance and 
curiosity—again, this may be evidence of the bidirectionality of this relationship, in which 
teachers with students who lack these skills may adopt collaborative practices more often. 
Previous research shows clear benefits of cooperative learning for academic achievement 
(e.g., Slavin, 2012), and there is no prior evidence of this negative effect on students’ social 
and emotional skills. In fact, Zagni et al. (2025) found evidence of the impact of a coop-
erative learning tool on students’ social and emotional skills, peer relationships, and over-
all perception of classroom climate. Future research in the field of teaching and learning 
should dive deeper into the dynamics of collaborative learning and students’ openness and 
emotional regulation—particularly by looking attentively to the effective quality of these 
practices in the classroom (implementation, specific instructions, feedback quality), since 
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there is evidence that low quality cooperative strategies may have detrimental effects on 
motivation and engagement (e.g., Meyer et al., 2016).

The use of active learning pedagogies seemed to have a positive effect on students’ 
emotional control and resilience. The effects of active learning on academic achievement 
are well documented in the literature (e.g., Aji & Khan, 2019). Our research provides new 
evidence of it being particularly beneficial for 10-year-old students’ overall emotional regu-
lation, suggesting the need for a deeper look into implementation quality of active learning 
strategies, and its impact on students’ social and emotional competencies.

Results regarding how the promotion of social and emotional skills in the classroom 
affects students’ skills seemed contradictory to prior research. Extensive literature shows 
that both classroom interventions, and SEL practices integrated in the daily routine of the 
classroom, have positive effects on students’ social and emotional development (Durlak 
et  al., 2022). However, research also states that, in order to be effective, these practices 
must be intentionalized in a sequential, active, focused, and explicit (S.A.F.E.; Durlak 
et al., 2010) manner. The present data does not show if that is the case, and we can assume 
a discrepancy between what teachers report to be the school’s standard practice, and the 
quantity and quality of the SEL practices that indeed take place daily inside different class-
rooms. Also, descriptive results show that, despite including these skills as an objective in 
their curricula, not many teachers report having special classes aimed specifically at devel-
oping social and emotional skills at their school.

Lastly, the absence of significant relationships between the school climate aspects of 
overall school-level relationships and student evaluation practices, and students’ social and 
emotional skills suggest these may be more distal processes that can relate indirectly to 
students’ social and emotional development. Further research is needed on the role these 
specific school climate characteristics may play.

Limitations and recommendations for research and practice

The present study is not without limitations. First, despite data from multiple informants being 
an advantage, it relied on self-report by both students and teachers. While data reliability is at 
question with all self-report measures, in this study, there should be particular care when inter-
preting teacher practices, since the survey mainly inquires teachers about the frequency with 
which they implement those practices, and not about how they implement them. It would be 
useful to look deeper into how teachers do it (instead of how often) and how that quality relates 
to social and emotional skills, particularly through observational measures (Leff et al., 2011). 
This hindrance also calls for a mixed methods approach, which combines students’ and teach-
ers’ words, or observational data, with quantitative tools, in order to provide a more detailed 
and rigorous understanding of these relationships (Barata & Yoshikawa, 2014).

Second, the sample included 10-year-old students attending different school grades 
(between second and sixth grade). This means that, despite the vast majority (over 95%) 
of students in our sample had already transitioned from primary school (i.e., fifth and sixth 
graders), others had not (i.e., fourth graders and below); some may even have been retained 
for at least one school year (i.e., second and third graders). Despite having controlled for 
school grade in our analysis, this requires caution in interpreting findings. Students may 
be new to a class or a school, or have known it for over a year; also, characteristics of pri-
mary schools and post-primary schools vary substantially, with primary school students, 
for instance, having the same teacher and classroom throughout the day, and post-primary 
school students changing teachers with each subject. This means attending different grades 
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and cycles has evident implications for how students perceive school climate, and such 
should be taken into account when reflecting on our findings.

Third, these results do not imply causality, since data looks only at associations between 
these constructs. Causal evidence from intervention studies is needed, as the evidence in favor 
of school-based SEL interventions is resounding (e.g., Cipriano et  al., 2023; Durlak et  al., 
2022), with proven positive impacts across the world in both individual and contextual variables 
(Deitz et al., 2021; Fernández-Martín et al., 2021; Agırkan & Ergene, 2022; Kim et al., 2022).

Fourth, taking into account the evidence of the bidirectionality of the relationship 
between school climate dimensions and students’ overall social and emotional skills, this 
research does not unequivocally state that one predicts the other, since results rely on one 
data collection point only. Longitudinal studies are needed in order to more clearly address 
this question.

Fifth, we may pose the possibility that certain competencies (e.g., emotional control) 
may be either more sensitive or more exposed to the influence of context variables (e.g., 
quality of relationships). Additionally, research shows these skills do not develop at the 
same time, nor in a linear manner across the lifespan (e.g., Chernyshenko et  al., 2018), 
meaning some school climate dimensions may be more relevant to certain skills for 
10-year-old students, but not for other age groups. Further research in SEL development is 
needed to corroborate this hypothesis, particularly with longitudinal studies.

Lastly, the SSES survey, despite its valuable effort, does not constitute a thorough and 
comprehensive school climate measure. There is the need to pair the measurement of stu-
dents’ social and emotional skills with a more comprehensive measure of school climate 
for middle school, which takes into account the quality of different dimensions of school 
climate in a more theoretically sound manner (Baumsteiger et al., 2023).

Conclusion
There is a growing trend in education practice to focus on relational education (Hickey & 
Riddle, 2023), i.e., the awareness that all educational and learning experiences are rela-
tional, and there cannot be successful learning and adjusted development in students in a 
climate that is not set by overall positive relationships and daily interactions. Research on 
relational education must seek to understand how these relational practices relate to stu-
dents’ social and emotional development. This study adds evidence to this question.

Our results also provide important insights for policy and practice. Interventions to pro-
mote social and emotional skills ought to focus on relationships as a priority, since this 
can be an effective path to the promotion of social and emotional skills, but also because 
it contributes to improving an array of other school climate dimensions. This can be done 
through interventions to promote positive relationships between peers and with teachers. 
As an example, the municipality of Sintra took its participation in SSES 2019 as an oppor-
tunity to prompt a data-based initiative in all its schools, encouraging the development, 
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of SEL interventions to promote the social and 
emotional skills of the municipality’s children and youth.2

These results support schools, local, and national public policy makers in investing 
more effectively to promote positive school climates, and the overall healthy social and 
emotional development of their students, by prioritizing the quality of different relation-
ships inside the school.

2  “ADN Socioemocinal de Sintra 2.0” project; https://​educa​cao.​sintra.​pt/​adn-​socio​emoci​onal-​das-​escol​as-​
de-​sintra-​20/​proje​to-​adn-​socio​emoci​onal-​20

https://educacao.sintra.pt/adn-socioemocional-das-escolas-de-sintra-20/projeto-adn-socioemocional-20
https://educacao.sintra.pt/adn-socioemocional-das-escolas-de-sintra-20/projeto-adn-socioemocional-20
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