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Abstract

School psychological environment (i.e., school climate) has been well documented as an important
predictor for student academic achievement and social-emotional adjustment. Most previous studies examined
the roles of school psychological environment at individual student level, and there is a paucity of research on
the roles of the school-level psychological environment. As a vital context for student learning and development,
the school-level psychological environment may contribute to students’ academic achievement uniquely beyond
individual student’s perception and constitute a unique indicator for school effectiveness. This study aimed to
examine the unique roles of students’ collective perception of school psychological environment beyond
individual student’s perception in elementary school students’ academic achievement, motivation and attitude.
Moreover, this study extended the investigation on the protecting effects of school psychological environment
from attenuating the gaps between family background to the gaps between school characteristics (i.e., location,
teacher quality and student collective socio-economic status).

Based on the national representative data from the National Children’s Study of China, the collective
perception of school psychological environment was measured on school safety and discipline, acceptance and
support, equality and fairness, autonomy and cooperation among 12023 4™ — 6™ graders from 421 elementary
schools, 100 counties across the 31 provinces. Other 10826 students from the same grades in the same schools
completed a questionnaire about their perception of school psychological environment. Their academic
achievement was measured by a questionnaire on academic motivation and attitude, as well as by the
standardized tests on reading and mathematics.

Multi-level modeling showed that: (a) There were considerable variances between schools on student’s
academic test scores (33.3%), motivation and attitude (10.0%) in grades 4~6. (b) The collective perception of
psychological environment at school level significantly accounted for unique parts of variances of both
academic test scores and motivation and attitude even controlling for students’ grade, gender, family background,
school location, school teacher education level, school collective socioeconomic status and students’ perception
of school psychological environment at individual level. The collective perception of school psychological
environment accounted for much more variances of academic test scores than academic motivation and attitude.
(c) The roles of students’ collective perception of school psychological environment in students’ academic
achievement, motivation and attitude were partially mediated by individual student’s perception of school
psychological environment (16.7%, and 54.2% respectively). (d) The collective perception of school
psychological environment significantly attenuated the gaps in academic motivation and attitude from school
teachers’ education level and school collective family income level, and the gaps in academic test scores from
school location, school teachers’ education level and school collective family education level.

In conclusion, the collective perception of school psychological environment played important and direct
roles in students’ academic achievement, especially for students from more disadvantaged schools. Findings
from this study suggested that the collective perception of school psychological environment is an important
indicator for assessing basic education quality.

Key words collective perception of school psychological environment; elementary school students; academic
achievement; multilevel analysis



