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The present study used a person–environment-fit framework to examine the inter-
action of psychological vulnerabilities and perceptions of school climate to explain
the emergence of behavioral and emotional problems during the middle school
years. Cross-sectional and 1-year longitudinal analyses were conducted using data
from 230 female and 230 male sixth- and seventh-grade students (50% non-His-
panic white, 27% Hispanic, 22% African American, and 3% other) attending a
large ethnically and socioeconomically diverse middle school. Positive perceptions
of school climate moderated the negative effects of self-criticism on both internaliz-
ing and externalizing problems and of a lack of efficacy on internalizing problems.
Youth with high levels of self-criticism did not show expected increases in internaliz-
ing and externalizing problems when they perceived a positive school climate. Re-
sults were consistent with the idea that careful attention needs to be given to the
social–emotional environment of middle schools, particularly for young adoles-
cents preoccupied with issues of self-definition.  2001 Society for the Study of
School Psychology. Published by Elsevier Science Ltd

Keywords: School climate, Internalizing symptoms, Externalizing problems, Psy-
chological vulnerability.

How do middle school environments affect young adolescent social devel-
opment? The transition to middle school typically coincides with rapid
changes in physical, emotional, and interpersonal development. This tran-
sition may lead to declines in academic performance, self-image, perceived
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social support, and social relationships (e.g., Blyth, Simmons, & Carlton-
Ford, 1983; Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994). Recent re-
search suggests that the negative psychological changes experienced by
many young adolescents are associated with a developmental mismatch be-
tween the needs of these adolescents and the opportunities afforded them
by their school environments (Eccles et al., 1993; Seidman et al., 1994). In
contrast to elementary schools, greater emphasis on teacher control and
discipline and fewer opportunities for student decision-making typically
characterize public middle schools. The transition to middle school occurs
precisely at a developmental stage in which young people begin to renego-
tiate autonomy with their parents, and to seek opportunities for developing
intimate relationships with peers and other adults (Blatt, Hart, Quinlan,
Leadbeater, & Auerbach, 1993; Eccles et al., 1993; Kuperminc, Leadbeater,
Emmons, & Blatt, 1997; Leadbeater, Blatt, & Quinlan, 1995). Difficulties in
establishing autonomy or forging relationships in middle school may exag-
gerate some youths’ concerns about self-definition (e.g., How good am I at
schoolwork or sports?) and about interpersonal relatedness (e.g., Am I
liked? Will I be able to get help?).

The ability of young people to adjust to the various changes they encoun-
ter following the normative transition to middle school depends both on
individual differences among children and on qualities of the school set-
tings they attend (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993). For example, low-income
and ethnic minority students are more likely than others to attend schools
with few resources (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993) and become increasingly
likely to experience academic difficulties as they progress from primary
through secondary school (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993; Steinberg, Dorn-
busch, & Brown, 1992). Most studies (see Leadbeater et al., 1995) have found
that girls experience more internalizing problems (e.g., anxiety or depression)
than boys by early adolescence, whereas boys experience more externalizing
problems (e.g., aggression or delinquent behavior). Depressive symptoms
increase while self-esteem and body image decline for girls over the transi-
tion to middle school (Blyth et al., 1983; Crockett, Petersen, Graber, Schu-
lenberg, & Ebata, 1989; Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987; Seidman et al., 1994). In
contrast, boys often experience gains in self-esteem (Fenzel & Blyth, 1986).
Using a person–environment-fit framework (Eccles et al., 1993; Seidman et
al., 1994), the present study examined the unique and combined contribu-
tions of psychological vulnerabilities and perceptions of the social–emo-
tional climate of their school to explaining the emergence of behavioral
and emotional problems during the middle school years. We expected that
students’ internalizing and externalizing problems would be influenced by
their personal beliefs regarding issues of self-definition and interpersonal
relatedness and the intersection of those beliefs with their subjective expe-
riences of the school’s social climate (Emmons, Comer, & Haynes, 1996;
Kuperminc, Leadbeater et al., 1997; Roeser & Eccles, 1998).
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PSYCHOLOGICAL VULNERABILITY TO DEPRESSION AND
PROBLEM BEHAVIORS

Researchers working from multiple theoretical perspectives (e.g., Allen,
Moore, & Kuperminc, 1997; Blatt & Blass, 1996; Wiggins, 1991) have ar-
gued that psychological development progresses over the life-course along
two primary dimensions: (a) self-definition (the development of a well-differ-
entiated, integrated, realistic and, essentially, positive identity); and (b) in-
terpersonal relatedness (the development of intimate, mutually satisfying, re-
ciprocal interpersonal relationships). In response to the changes in school
social organization from elementary to middle school, young adolescents
who are preoccupied with self-definition or interpersonal relatedness may
be particularly vulnerable to experiencing a developmental mismatch in
middle school. Blatt and colleagues described how excessive concerns with
self-definition and interpersonal relatedness contribute to vulnerability for
depression and maladjustment. Individuals who are preoccupied with in-
terpersonal relatedness (labeled interpersonal concerns) typically express
“concerns about being rejected, hurting or offending people, and having
difficulty managing anger and aggression for fear of losing someone”
(Blatt, D’Afflitti, & Quinlan, 1976, pp. 384–385). Concerns with self-defini-
tion may be expressed through self-criticism or through the lack of a sense
of efficacy (Kuperminc, Blatt, & Leadbeater, 1997). Self-criticism involves
“feeling guilty, empty, hopeless, unsatisfied and insecure; having failed to
meet expectations and standards; and being unable to assume responsibil-
ity” (Blatt et al., 1976, p. 385). Feelings of efficacy include “goal oriented
strivings and feelings of personal accomplishment” (Blatt et al., 1976, p.
385). For example, frequent classroom changes and few opportunities for
extended contact with a teacher can make children feel anonymous in the
middle school setting; however, a child may interpret difficulties in forging
a personal relationship with his or her homeroom teacher as rejection (in-
terpersonal concern) or as a failure to live up to the teacher’s expectations
(self-criticism or lack of efficacy).

Studies have consistently found that self-criticism is associated with both
internalizing and externalizing problems, and interpersonal concerns are
associated primarily with internalizing problems (Blatt et al., 1993; Kuper-
minc, Blatt, et al., 1997; Leadbeater et al., 1999). Studies generally have
found few gender differences in levels of self-criticism, but have found that
adolescent girls report greater interpersonal concerns than boys do. These
vulnerability factors also appear to have long-term consequences. For ex-
ample, Zuroff, Koestner, and Powers (1993) found that adolescents high in
self-criticism at age 12 were socially disengaged during high school and
were less satisfied with their marital and parenting relationships as adults
compared to adolescents who were lower in self-criticism.
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STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL SOCIAL CLIMATE

Cross-sectional and longitudinal studies of middle and high school students
have found that positive perceptions of school social climate (as distin-
guished from the academic–learning climate of classrooms or of the school
as a whole) are associated with fewer emotional and behavioral problems
(Kasen, Johnson, & Cohen, 1990; Kuperminc, Leadbeater, et al., 1997;
Roeser & Eccles, 1998; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 1998), higher self-esteem,
and better academic adjustment (Brand, Felner, & Dubois, 1996; Hoge,
Smit, & Hanson, 1990; Roeser et al., 1998). School social climate is broadly
defined in this study as the quality and frequency of interactions among
and between adults and students (Emmons, Comer, & Haynes, 1996).
Other facets of the school climate (e.g., the extent to which the learning
environment rewards effort vs. performance, and emphasizes cooperation
vs. competition; see Roeser & Eccles, 1998; Roeser et al., 1998) that have
also been found to affect students’ psychological adjustment were not ex-
amined in this study.

A positive social climate may have particularly strong constructive effects
for the students at greatest risk of academic, emotional, and behavioral dif-
ficulties (Felner et al., 1995; Haynes, Emmons, & Ben-Avie, 1997). For ex-
ample, consistent with past research, Kuperminc, Blatt, et al. (1997) found
that middle school boys had greater self- and teacher-reported externaliz-
ing problems and were referred for school discipline problems more than
girls. School climate perceptions, however, were associated more strongly
with externalizing problems for boys than for girls, suggesting that positive
perceptions of school are a stronger protective factor for boys. Those au-
thors also found that African American boys and boys from low-income
families gained particular benefit from perceptions of a positive social cli-
mate at school. A positive social climate may provide a “safe haven” for
high-risk students, supporting healthy development and optimal learning,
as well as discouraging maladaptive behavior (Haynes, 1998; Kuperminc,
Leadbeater, et al., 1997).

The present study, using both cross-sectional and longitudinal data from
a diverse middle school sample, examined the unique and interactive ef-
fects of school social climate perceptions and concerns with self-definition
and interpersonal relatedness as predictors of internalizing and externaliz-
ing problems. Specifically, we hypothesized that those boys and girls who
were most preoccupied with self-definition and interpersonal relatedness
would be most likely to experience serious difficulties in social adjustment
when they also experienced their school climate negatively. Although we
did not directly measure students’ perceptions of the “fit” between the
school social environment and their developmental needs, we interpreted
the combination of negative school climate perceptions with preoccupa-
tions about interpersonal relatedness and self-definition as reflecting a de-
velopmental mismatch.
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METHOD

Participants

Participants were 230 female and 230 male sixth- and seventh-grade stu-
dents (ages 11–14 years at the first assessment) attending a large public
middle school in an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse metropolitan
community in New York state. Prior to the first assessment, parental con-
sent was obtained for 528 students (64% of the sixth and seventh grades).
Of those, 499 students completed the questionnaire, 25 declined to partici-
pate and 4 dropped out before completing all the baseline questionnaires.
At the second assessment 1 year later, 92% (n 5 460) of the original stu-
dents participated.

Similar to the school population, 50% (n 5 230) of the participants in
the final sample were non-Hispanic white, 26% (n 5 122) were Hispanic,
21% (n 5 96) were African American, and 3% (n 5 12) were Asian. Half
of the participants were girls (n 5 230). The majority (78%) lived with two
parents (i.e., biological, adoptive, or stepparents); 20% lived with one par-
ent (usually the mother); and 2% lived with other parents or guardians.
Thirty-three percent received federally subsidized school lunches.

Procedure

Data were collected in two assessments (1 year apart) in January of 1995
and 1996. In each year, $10 was donated to the school’s student activity
fund on behalf of each participating student; participants were also treated
to snacks at the end of the assessment day. Questionnaires were group ad-
ministered in classrooms of 20–25 students, and make-up sessions were con-
ducted for absent students. A member of the research team introduced
each questionnaire and read each item aloud to control for reading com-
prehension. A Spanish version was administered in separate bilingual ses-
sions for students who requested it; special education students were also
tested in separate sessions and allowed extra time.

Measures

Identical self-report measures were used in Years 1 and 2 to tap externaliz-
ing and internalizing problems, psychological vulnerabilities, and percep-
tions of school climate. All of these measures have been validated in previ-
ous research with young adolescents; all of the measures had high levels of
internal consistency (alpha $ .80) in the present study.1

1 The subscales of the school climate survey, which were examined in exploratory analyses,
also showed adequate levels of internal consistency (a $ .60).
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Externalizing and internalizing problems were measured using the
Youth Self Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991). The YSR has been used widely
with normal and clinically referred youth, and has shown adequate levels
of reliability and validity in assessing a broad range of behavioral and emo-
tional problems experienced by youth ages 11 through 18 years. Adoles-
cents rated how well each of 112 items described them over the past 6
months on a 3-point scale (0 5 not true ; 1 5 somewhat true ; 2 5 very true or
often true).

Psychological vulnerabilities were measured using the 66-item Depressive
Experiences Questionnaire for Adolescents (DEQA; Blatt, Schaffer, Bers, &
Quinlan, 1992), which assesses adolescents’ interpersonal concerns, self-
criticism, and efficacy. Recent research (Fichman et al., 1994; Kuperminc,
Blatt, et al., 1997) has validated the three factors of the DEQA in middle
school-aged youth. Consistent with past research, factor scores were com-
puted using the results of principal components analysis with varimax rota-
tion (Blatt et al., 1992). Items with high loadings on interpersonal concerns
include “Without the support of others who are close to me, I would be
helpless.” Items with high loadings on self-criticism include “If I fail to live
up to expectations, I feel unworthy.” Items with high loadings on efficacy
include “I have many inner strengths and abilities.” Responses are given on
a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 5 strongly disagree ; 7 5 strongly agree).

School social climate perceptions were measured using the School Cli-
mate Scale (SCS; Haynes, Emmons, & Comer, 1993). This 47-item scale as-
sesses student perceptions of seven dimensions of the social climate includ-
ing (a) achievement motivation, (b) fairness, (c) order and discipline, (d)
parent involvement, (e) sharing of resources, (f) student interpersonal re-
lationships, and (g) student–teacher relationships. (A 5-item subscale de-
scribing appearance of the school building was omitted.) Example items in-
clude “My school is a safe place” and “Everyone is treated equally well at my
school.” Items are rated on a 3-point scale (1 5 disagree ; 3 5 agree).

School records provided data on student gender, race or ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status (SES). The school’s categorization of student eth-
nicity was based on parent reports upon enrolling their children in the
school district. Two dummy variables marking status as African American
or Hispanic, respectively, were created in order to examine effects of mi-
nority group status. School records indicating whether a student qualified
for a free or reduced-price lunch provided an indicator of low SES.

Analysis

Preliminary analysis, using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
with repeated measures, examined gender differences and changes over
the 1-year study period in the criterion and independent variables. Correla-
tions among these variables were then examined separately for girls and
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boys, given past findings of gender differences (Kuperminc, Leadbeater et
al., 1997; Leadbeater, Kuperminc, Blatt, & Hertzog, 1999). Hierarchical
multiple regression was then used to examine the relative contributions to
explained variance in internalizing and externalizing problems of school
climate perceptions, psychological vulnerabilities, and the interactions
of school climate perceptions with psychological vulnerabilities. Demo-
graphic variables were entered in the first step of the hierarchical regres-
sion equations, followed by psychological vulnerabilities in the second step,
and school climate perceptions in the third step (see Cohen & Cohen,
1983). To explore gender differences in these processes, two- and three-way
interactions involving gender were also computed. Exploratory analyses ex-
amined subscales from the SCS in order to assess how specific aspects of
school social climate influence the results.

RESULTS

Means, standard deviations, and F-tests from two-way (Gender 3 Time)
MANOVAs with repeated measures are displayed in Table 1. Consistent
with past research (Simons-Morton, Crump, Haynie, & Saylor, 1999),
school climate perceptions declined over the 1-year interval, but did not
differ by gender. The MANOVA revealed significant effects for gender and
time on psychological vulnerabilities. Consistent with past research (e.g.,
Leadbeater et al., 1995), girls reported greater interpersonal concerns than
boys, F(1, 458) 5 58.18, p , .001. In contrast to past research that has
found no gender differences in self-criticism, boys reported higher self-crit-
icism than girls, F(1, 458) 5 5.29, p , .05 (elsewhere we have noted that
this gender difference was not present in Year 1 but emerged in Year 2; see
Leadbeater et al., 1999). Girls and boys did not differ in levels of efficacy.
Interpersonal concerns declined over the 1-year interval, F(1, 458) 5 27.56,
p , .001, as did self-criticism, F(1, 458) 5 7.21, p , .001. Notably, efficacy
also declined, F(1, 458) 5 40.08, p , .001. Girls reported higher levels of
internalizing problems, F(1, 458) 5 13.53, p , .001, and boys reported
more externalizing problems, F(1, 458) 5 7.23, p , .01. Whereas internaliz-
ing problems declined for both boys and girls, F(1, 458) 5 20.90, p , .001,
levels of externalizing problems stayed relatively constant.

Correlations among criterion and independent variables were examined
next for boys and girls separately (see Table 2). Correlations with absolute
values above .20 were significant after Bonferroni correction. The correla-
tions between psychological vulnerabilities and school climate perceptions
ranged from 2.31 through .32, indicating that these variables are relatively
independent. Most correlations of school climate perceptions and psycho-
logical vulnerabilities with internalizing and externalizing problems were
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significant, and all were in expected directions. That is, lower levels of inter-
nalizing and externalizing problems were associated with more positive
school climate perceptions and lower levels of psychological vulnerability.

Regression Analysis

Tables 3 and 4 summarize the results of the hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analyses examining the contributions of psychological vulnerability
and school climate perceptions on explaining variance in internalizing and
externalizing problems. The results of cross-sectional (Year 1) and longitu-
dinal (Year 2) analyses were similar; therefore, description and interpreta-
tion of results will focus mainly on the longitudinal analyses.

Internalizing problems. Regressions of internalizing problems revealed
few effects of demographic variables (see Table 3). Overall, the Year 2 re-
gression equation explained 53% of the variance in internalizing problems.
As expected, girls reported more internalizing problems than boys. After
accounting for background variables and prior internalizing problems, psy-
chological vulnerabilities accounted for 17% of the variance in internaliz-
ing problems. School climate perceptions accounted for an additional 2%
of the variance. Lower levels of self-criticism and interpersonal concerns,
and higher levels of efficacy and school climate perceptions were associated
with fewer internalizing problems.

A significant interaction of school climate perceptions with self-criticism
was found (see Figure 1). The positive association between self-criticism
and internalizing problems was stronger for adolescents who held negative
school climate perceptions than for those with positive school climate per-
ceptions. Thus, self-critical adolescents were protected from increases in in-
ternalizing problems when they held positive school climate perceptions. A
significant interaction was also found only in Year 1 data between school
climate perceptions and efficacy. As seen in Figure 1, the negative associa-
tion between efficacy and internalizing problems was stronger for adoles-
cents who held negative school climate perceptions than for those who
held positive school climate perceptions. Thus, adolescents who were low
in efficacy were protected from increases in internalizing problems when
they held positive school climate perceptions. Follow-up analyses (i.e., ex-
amination of two-way interactions of Gender 3 Psychological Vulnerability
and Gender 3 School Climate Perceptions, and three-way interactions of
Gender 3 School Climate 3 Psychological Vulnerability) revealed no sig-
nificant gender differences in these processes.2

2 Several interactions involving gender approached significance (p , .10). These suggested
that the associations of self-criticism, interpersonal concerns, and efficacy with Year 1 inter-
nalizing problems were somewhat stronger for girls than boys, and that the moderating effect
of school climate on the association of self-criticism with Year 1 internalizing problems was
somewhat stronger for girls.
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Table 3
Hierarchical Regression of Internalizing Problems on School Climate and

Psychological Vulnerability

Year 1 Internalizing Year 2 Internalizing

Step b R2 DR2 b R2 DR2

1. .05*** .05*** .33*** .33***
Internalizing (Year 1) — .32***
Gender (female) .09* .08*
African American .06 .02
Hispanic .04 2.02
Low income 2.06 2.03

2. .39*** .34*** .50*** .17***
Self-criticism (SC) .47*** .33***
Interpersonal concerns (IC) .35*** .21***
Efficacy (EF) 2.14*** 2.13***

3. .43*** .03*** .52*** .02***
School climate 2.20*** 2.13***

4. .46*** .03*** .53*** .01**
SC 3 School climate 2.15*** 2.12***
IC 3 School climate 2.00 .03
EF 3 School climate .10** .01

Note: Independent variables for Year 1 equation are from Year 1; independent variables for Year 2 equation
are from Year 2 (controlling for Year 1 internalizing problems). bs are standardized regression weights
from the final model.
* p , .05, ** p , .01, *** p , .001.

Externalizing problems. Table 4 summarizes the regression results for ex-
ternalizing problems. Overall, the Year 2 regression equation explained
49% of the variance in externalizing problems. Demographic variables did
not make a significant contribution after controlling for previous levels of
externalizing problems. After accounting for background variables, psycho-
logical vulnerabilities accounted for 8% of the variance in externalizing
problems. Consistent with prior research, self-criticism and efficacy contrib-
uted significantly to explained variance in externalizing problems, but in-
terpersonal concerns did not. School climate perceptions accounted inde-
pendently for 5% of the variance in externalizing problems. Lower levels
of self-criticism and higher levels of efficacy and school climate perceptions
were associated with fewer externalizing problems.

A significant interaction of school climate perceptions with self-criticism
was found. As shown in Figure 2, the positive association between self-criti-
cism and externalizing problems was stronger for adolescents with negative
climate perceptions than for those with positive climate perceptions. Thus,
self-critical adolescents were protected from increases in externalizing
problems when they held positive school climate perceptions. Examination
of gender differences in these processes (i.e., two-way interactions of Gen-
der 3 Psychological Vulnerability, Gender 3 School Climate Perceptions,
and three-way interactions of Gender 3 School Climate 3 Psychological
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Table 4
Hierarchical Regression of Externalizing Problems on School Climate and

Psychological Vulnerability

Year 1 Externalizing Year 2 Externalizing

Step b R 2 DR 2 b R 2 DR 2

1. .08*** .08*** .35*** .35***
Externalizing (Year 1) — .47***
Gender (female) 2.13** .00
African American .16*** 2.02
Hispanic 2.01 .00
Low income 2.01 2.081

2. .19*** .11*** .43*** .08***
Self-criticism (SC) .27*** .19***
Interpersonal concerns (IC) .05 .061

Efficacy (EF) 2.12** 2.08*
3. .29*** .10*** .48*** .05***

School Climate 2.33*** 2.25***
4. .31*** .01* .49*** .01**

SC 3 School climate 2.12** 2.11***
IC 3 School climate .05 .01
EF 3 School climate .00 .02

Note: Independent variables for Year 1 equation are from Year 1; independent variables for Year 2 equation
are from Year 2 (controlling for Year 1 externalizing problems). bs are standardized regression weights
from the final model.
1 p , .10; * p , .05; ** p , .01; *** p , .001.

Vulnerability) revealed that the association between school climate percep-
tions and externalizing problems was stronger for boys than girls.3

Follow-up analyses. Additional regression analyses were conducted to ex-
amine the independent contributions of the seven dimensions of school cli-
mate measured by the SCS: (a) achievement motivation, (b) fairness, (c)
order and discipline, (d) parent involvement, (e) sharing of resources, (f)
student interpersonal relationships, and (g) student–teacher relationships.
These equations were identical to those described previously, except that
the seven dimensions of school climate perceptions were entered into each
equation instead of overall school climate. The seven dimensions of school
climate perceptions accounted for the same increment of variance (2%,
p , .01) in internalizing problems as did overall school climate (See Table
3); however, none of the dimensions had a significant regression weight.4

3 Two other interactions involving gender approached significance (p , .10), suggesting
that the negative association of interpersonal concerns and the positive association of efficacy
with externalizing problems are somewhat stronger for girls than boys.

4 In contrast, the partial correlations between internalizing problems and six of the seven
dimensions (controlling for prior levels of internalizing problems, gender, ethnicity, low-
income, and psychological vulnerabilities) were significant with values ranging from 2.09
through 2.15, p , .05. The only exception was achievement motivation.
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Figure 1. Interactions of school climate perceptions with self-criticism and efficacy predicting
internalizing problems.

Similarly, the block of seven dimensions of school climate perceptions ac-
counted for about the same increment of variance (7%, p , .01) in exter-
nalizing problems as did overall school climate (see Table 4); however, only
two dimensions—fairness (b 5 2.12, p , .01) and student–teacher rela-
tionships (b 5 2.15, p , .01)—had significant regression weights.5 It may

5 In contrast, the partial correlations between externalizing problems and six of the seven
dimensions (controlling for prior levels of externalizing problems, gender, ethnicity, low-
income, and psychological vulnerabilities) were significant with values ranging from 2.12
through 2.30, p , .05. The only exception was parental involvement.
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Figure 2. Interaction of school climate perceptions with self-criticism predicting Year 2 exter-
nalizing problems.

be that student perceptions about these various dimensions contribute to
a global perception of their school as a positive or negative setting.

An additional regression analysis was conducted to examine an alterna-
tive explanation for the regression findings that high levels of emotional
and behavioral problems may lead to negative school climate perceptions.
To address this possibility, a hierarchical regression equation examined
whether adolescents who previously had high levels of maladjustment were
experiencing the school climate less positively than others by Year 2. The
regression equation was identical to the regressions of internalizing and ex-
ternalizing problems, except that Year 2 school climate perceptions com-
prised the dependent variable and Year 1 internalizing and externalizing
problems were entered as independent variables.6 There were no effects of
Year 1 internalizing or externalizing problems predicting Year 2 school cli-
mate perceptions, after controlling for Year 1 school climate perceptions.
Thus, changes in school climate perceptions from one year to the next can-
not be attributed to prior levels of maladjustment.

DISCUSSION

Increasingly, researchers are in agreement that schooling affects not only
academic and achievement outcomes, but also children and adolescents’
psychosocial development (Adelman & Taylor, 1998; Alvidrez & Weinstein,

6 Order of entry in this regression equation was as follows: Year 1 school climate, gender,
ethnicity, and low-income (Step 1); psychological vulnerabilities (Step 2); Year 1 externalizing
and internalizing problems (Step 3).
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1993; Comer et al., 1996; Haynes, 1998; Linney & Seidman, 1989). School-
based efforts to attend to children’s mental health needs are often margin-
alized as secondary, even expendable, support services (Adelman & Taylor,
1998). The ratio of school psychologists and social workers to students aver-
ages about 1 to 2,500 in school districts, and the ratio of school counselors
to students averages about 1 to 1,000. These professionals tend to focus on
students seen as problematic or has having problems, and their interven-
tions typically focus on direct intervention, including crisis intervention, as-
sessment, brief consultation, and referral (Adelman & Taylor, 1998). Pre-
vention and early intervention programs, which can address problems
before they occur or before they reach serious levels, are less common.
When implemented in schools, such programs tend to be person-centered
(e.g., focused on increasing individuals’ interpersonal problem-solving
skills or drug refusal skills, etc.; see Durlak, 1995) rather than focused on
modifying the environment to reduce stress, create opportunities for posi-
tive interpersonal relationships, or promote participation and involvement
(Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1993; Linney & Seidman, 1989).

The present findings confirm the importance of work focused on build-
ing individuals’ skills, particularly in the areas of personal competence and
interpersonal relationships. The findings also indicate that interventions to
improve the fit between the school social setting and the developmental
needs of young adolescents are also critical. By middle school, adolescents
are experiencing the influence of multiple environments. Their percep-
tions of climate factors in family, peer, school, and recreational activities
may differ widely. Thus, one possibility is that youth who feel they cannot
meet the expectations of a particularly critical parent may make gains in
self-concept through positive experiences in other domains. Future re-
search is needed to examine this possibility. In the present study, self-criti-
cal youth who perceived their school as an orderly place where all are
treated fairly and have equal opportunities for learning, and where stu-
dent–student and teacher–student relationships are positive did not show
the same increases in internalizing and externalizing problems as self-criti-
cal youth with negative perceptions of school climate. The different dimen-
sions of students’ school climate perceptions appeared to contribute to a
global sense of the school as positive or negative; consequently, interven-
tions to improve the social climate of schools may need to have a broad fo-
cus on interpersonal and procedural dimensions. Exploratory analyses
point to teacher–student relationships and fairness in enforcing school pol-
icies as important foci of school change that may result in improving stu-
dents’ behavioral adjustment and, perhaps, reducing disruptive behavior.
Felner and Adan (1988) have described a program in which homeroom
teachers are trained to provide counseling and guidance to their students,
thereby increasing personal contact and increasing the likelihood of
strengthening student–teacher bonding. Although not examined in the
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present study, it is likely that aspects of the learning climate in classrooms
and in the school as a whole (e.g., a focus on cooperation vs. competition
for grades) may contribute to students’ psychological well-being.

Further research is necessary to understand individual differences in per-
ceptions of school climate. For example, it was not the case in this study
that initially, more internalizing or externalizing youth merely saw the
school more negatively. Thus, even students with a history of emotional and
behavioral problems can benefit from a school environment they perceive
to be positive. On the other hand, it is possible that school social climate
may have differing meanings for students based on gender, social class, eth-
nicity, or academic standing. Such factors as classroom differences in eth-
nic and friendship groupings, ability tracking, classroom levels of aggres-
sion, and teacher motivation could also create differences in school climate
perceptions (Meinrath & Kuperminc, 1997).

Whereas emotional and behavioral problems were predicted by students’
perceptions of a positive school social climate, relatively little intervention
research has focused on objective organizational changes to schools that
might result in improvements in subjective perceptions of school climate.
Research focused on classroom and school settings has begun to document
some strategies that result in improvements in students’ academic and so-
cial functioning. These strategies range from training teachers in proactive
classroom management techniques (Durlak, 1995) to organizational changes
in school social organization and administration (Comer et al., 1996; Dur-
lak, 1995; Felner & Adan, 1988; Weinstein et al., 1991). Research is only
beginning to examine the mechanisms by which creating a positive and
supportive school environment that optimizes children’s intellectual devel-
opment can also result in positive social development. Perhaps the most
comprehensive and well-documented example is the School Development Pro-
gram (SDP; Comer et al., 1996). The SDP involves parents, teachers, and
students in the management and coordination of all school activities, and
emphasizes collaboration, consensus, and shared responsibility to develop
a comprehensive school plan, provide necessary training to staff, and evalu-
ate and modify the school’s performance. Recent research shows that sig-
nificant increases in student performance on standardized tests accompany
effective implementation of the various elements of the SDP (Haynes et al.,
1998). Another example is the Child Development Project (Solomon, Watson,
Battistich, Schaps, & Delucchi, 1996), which has begun to document how
a comprehensive child-centered approach to teaching and classroom man-
agement results in students’ reporting increased sense of community in
school (a construct closely related to school climate). The findings of the
present study add to a growing body of knowledge pointing to the promise
of intervening in school settings to prevent maladjustment in young adoles-
cents, but more work is needed to develop appropriate interventions that
meet the diverse developmental needs of middle school-aged children.
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