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Abstract

The quality of the school environment is associated with greater school involve-
ment and academic success and improved levels of well-being/quality of life. In
this sense, this study intends to explore the relationship between the quality of life
of Portuguese adolescents and school. 8215 adolescents participated in this study,
52.7% of which were female, aged between 10 and 22 years and an average age of
14.36 years (SD=2.28). The sample was collected as part of the Health Behavior
in School-aged Children (HBSC) study. The results show that girls like school,
teachers, school breaks (between classes) and classes more than boys and present
less concerns/difficulties with school. Compared to boys, they report more pressure
with the schoolwork and a better perception of safety at school. On the other hand,
boys have a better relationship with their peers and teachers, miss more classes on
purpose and report a higher perception of quality of life. An above-average QoL
is statistically and significantly related with liking school, peers, teachers, school
breaks (between classes) and classes. It is also related with feeling less pressure
with the schoolwork, a better perception of school success and of safety in the
school environment. Additionally, having an above-average QoL is statistically sig-
nificantly associated with having a better relationship with peers and teachers and
less concerns/difficulties with school. This is an important message for the reorga-
nization of schools in terms of their practices and curricula. The need to develop
strategies to promote greater identification of students with school is reinforced.

Keywords Adolescents -+ School - School environment - Quality of life

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

Published online: 07 March 2023 &\ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8291-1921
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12187-023-10021-5&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-3-6

F. B. Guedes et al.

1 Introduction

The well-being and quality of life of children and adolescents have received increas-
ing attention from schools and public policies (Anderson & Graham, 2016; Lee &
Yoo, 2015). Adolescents’ quality of life should be seen as the perception they have
about the various aspects of their lives, including the family, the school environment
and the relationships with peers (Nunes et al., 2016).

Students spend most of their time at school which makes it a fundamental context
to their well-being (Kiuru et al., 2020; Kutsar & Kasearu, 2017; Lee & Yoo, 2015;
Powell et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2016). This is also a privileged context for learning
different skills and not just for acquiring academic knowledge. Therefore, school
promotes social relationships and psychosocial development which influences the
adolescents’ well-being (Biicker et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2016; Ronkd et al., 2017).

The quality of the school environment is associated with the students’ school
involvement, academic success and well-being (Aldridge et al., 2016; Aldridge &
McChesney, 2018; Coté-Lussier & Fitzpatrick, 2016; Daily et al., 2019; Gaspar et al.,
2020; Kutsyuruba et al., 2015; Lester & Cross, 2015; Lombardi et al., 2019; Singla
et al. 2021; Varela et al., 2019). The experiences that students have in the classroom
are very important in terms of their development. Thus, a more supportive school
environment tends to be reflected in a greater emotional well-being (Oberle, 2018).
On the other hand, a less supportive environment has negative repercussions for the
students’ development (Oberle, 2018; Varela et al., 2019).

Evidence points to the relationship between the connection that adolescents feel
with school and their level of well-being (Kiefer et al., 2015; Lester & Cross, 2015;
Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2016; Wang et al., 2015). Students who show greater academic
success also feel more satisfied with school. In the same sense, students who feel
more integrated into the school context are more likely to achieve better academic
results and to have a higher level of motivation (Gaspar et al., 2020; OECD, 2017).

The relationship between students and teachers and the relationship between peers
are likely to influence the students’ development and academic involvement, which
is reflected in their psychosocial well-being (Kiefer et al., 2015; Kiuru et al., 2020;
Lee & Yoo, 2015; Lester & Cross, 2015; OECD, 2017). The student-teacher relation-
ship is associated with a variety of indicators of students’ involvement and academic
results, including the rates of school attendance and dropout (Quin, 2017). Therefore,
the relationships that are established in the school context are a fundamental factor
for the students’ well-being (Allen et al., 2018; Fatou & Kubisszewski, 2018; Kutsy-
uruba et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2016; McGrath & Bergen, 2015; Singla et al. 2021).

Academic pressure and stress are equally important factors for the well-being and
QoL of adolescents, tending to be negatively associated with several mental health
issues (Jayanthi et al., 2015). On the other hand, insecurity in the school context
affects the students’ performance, academic results and well-being (Coté-Lussier &
Fitzpatrick, 2016; Williams et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2016). Factors of the school
context such as the existing support, the structure of the physical environment, the
consistency of the rules applied and the feeling of belonging constitute as predictors
of the students’ perception of school safety (Williams et al., 2018).
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The quality of life of adolescents can be influenced by several factors such as
sociodemographic characteristics, namely gender and age (Lampropoulou, 2018;
Nunes et al., 2016; Minguez, 2020). Evidence points to girls as having a lower level
of well-being and quality of life compared to boys (Kaye-Tzadok et al., 2017; Patalay
& Fitzsimons, 2016) and for younger adolescents as having a higher level of well-
being and quality of life (Gaspar et al., 2021; Gonzalez-Carrasco et al., 2017; Liu et
al., 2016).

The results of a study by Liu et al. (2016) pointed out that girls have a higher level
of satisfaction with school when compared to boys. On the other hand, boys tend to
like school less and have more difficulties than girls (Kaye-Tzadok et al., 2017; Liu
et al., 2016; Marcenaro-Gutierrez, et al., 2018). Evidence in the literature indicates
that boys tend to have higher dropout rates, lower academic success and involvement
(Lietaert et al., 2015). In this sense, the present study intends to analyze the role that
the school and the relationships in this context have in the perception of quality of
life of Portuguese adolescents.

2 Method

This work is part of the Health Behavior in School-aged Children/HBSC study (Inch-
ley etal., 2016, 2018; Matos & Aventura Social Team, 2018), developed in collabora-
tion with the World Health Organization (WHO). This is a survey carried out every 4
years, with an international protocol and which has been developed in Portugal since
1998 (Roberts et al., 2009). HBSC aims to study the behaviors of adolescents in their
life contexts and their influence on health and well-being.

The HBSC 2018 study in Portugal was approved by the Ethics Committee of
the Hospital de S. Jodo of Porto and by MIME (Monitoring of School Surveys).
According to the protocol for applying the Health Behavior in School-aged Children
(HBSC) questionnaire for 2018 (Inchley et al., 2018), the technique for choosing the
sample was “cluster sampling” in which the unit of analysis was the class. In order
to obtain a representative sample of the Portuguese school population, 42 Portuguese
school groups were selected, in a total of 387 classes. The sample is representative
for the school grades under study.

School groups participated voluntarily and informed consent was obtained from
students’ parents or legal guardians. The questionnaires were self-completed and car-
ried out in the classroom. The answers to the questionnaire were obtained online and
anonymously. More details on the data collection procedures of the HBSC study in
Portugal can be found in Matos and Aventura Social Team (2018).

2.1 Participants
8215 adolescents were included in this specific study, of which 52.7% (N=4327)
were female, aged between 10 and 22 years (including older students who attended

the 12th grade), with an average age of 14.36 years (SD=2.28). The sample includes
students from the 6th, 8th, 10th and 12th school grade, being distributed propor-
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Table 1 Measures and variables  vjyriables

Measures

under study Gendor

School grade
Region

Liking school
Liking peers
Liking teachers
Liking school
breaks (between
classes)

Liking classes
Pressure with
schoolwork
Perception of aca-
demic success

Perception of safety
at school

Missing classes on
purpose
Relationship with
peers

Relationship with
teachers

Concerns/Difficul-
ties with school

Quality of life
(QoL)

1 —Male; 2 — Female

1-6th grade; 2—8th grade; 3—10th grade;
4—12th grade

1 —North; 2 — Center; 3 — Lisbon and Tagus
Valley; 4 — Alentejo; 5 — Algarve

1 — Dislike; 2 — Like

1 — Dislike/Indifferent; 2 — Like

1 — Dislike/Indifferent; 2 — Like

1 — Dislike/Indifferent; 2 — Like

1 — Dislike/Indifferent; 2 — Like
1—-No; 2 —Yes

1 — With no success/With little success; 2 —
With success
1—-No; 2 —Yes

1—-No; 2 —Yes

Scale with three items, on a five-point Likert
scale, with 1 being strongly agree and 5
being strongly disagree. Higher values reveal
a better perception of acceptance by peers.
a=0.76.

Scale with three items, on a five-point Likert
scale, with 1 being strongly agree and 5
being strongly disagree. Higher values reveal
a better perception of acceptance and moni-
toring by teachers. a=0.84.

Scale with nine items, on a three-point Likert
scale, with 1 being always/ very often and 5
being rarely/never. Higher values reveal less
concerns or difficulties with school. a=0.81

Scale with 10 items with scores from 0 to 5.
Minimum scores of 5 and maximum scores
of 50. Higher scores reveal a better percep-
tion of quality of life. a=83.

The variable was dichotomized with refer-
ence to the adolescents’ average of QoL
(below average/above average).

tionally across five regions (North, Centre, Lisbon and Tagus Valley, Alentejo and
Algarve). The adolescents’ demographic characteristics are shown in Table 2.

2.2 Measures and Variables

Considering the objective of the present study, the following variables were consid-

ered (Table 1).
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2.3 Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25 for IOS. Descriptive statistics were per-
formed to characterize the participants. The Chi-Square Test for independent vari-
ables was used to analyze the relationship of gender and quality of life with the
sociodemographic characteristics (education and region), liking school, teachers,
peers, school breaks (between classes) and classes, pressure with schoolwork, per-
ception of academic success, perception of safety at school and missing classes on
purpose. Independent sample t tests were used to analyze the relationship of gender
and quality of life with the relationship with peers and teachers and with the con-
cerns/difficulties with school.

A linear regression model (adjusted to age and gender) was developed to analyze
the association between quality of life and the variables with statistical significance
in the previous analysis. A significance level of p<0.05 was determined.

3 Results

The characterization of the participants is shown in Table 2, as well as the analysis of
their differences by gender in relation to school-related variables. Statistically signifi-
cant differences were found between the students’ genders and almost all the school-
related variables under study, except for the variables liking peers and perception of
academic success. Girls like school, teachers, school breaks (between classes) and
classes more than boys and present less concerns/difficulties with school. Compared
to boys, they report more pressure with the schoolwork and a better perception of
safety at school. On the other hand, boys have a better relationship with their peers
and teachers, miss more classes on purpose and report a higher perception of quality
of life.

Table 3 presents the bivariate analysis of differences in students’ quality of life
(below or above average) and its relationship with school-related variables. Statisti-
cally significant differences were found between the adolescents’ quality of life and
all the variables under study.

An above-average QoL is statistically and significantly related to being a boy,
being younger (8th grade), with liking school, peers, teachers, school breaks (between
classes) and classes. It is also related with feeling less pressure with the schoolwork,
a better perception of school success and of safety in the school environment. Addi-
tionally, having an above-average QoL is statistically significantly associated with
having a better relationship with peers and teachers and less concerns/difficulties
with school. On the other hand, a below-average QoL is statistically significantly
associated with missing classes on purpose.

The linear regression model presented in Table 4 aimed to understand the impact
of school-related variables on the adolescents’ quality of life. The model includes
significant variables in the bivariate analysis (Table 3) adjusted to gender and age,
F(12,4343)=151,19; p<0.001 and presented a variance value of 29.3%.

According to the model, QoL has a positive relationship with liking school, peers
and school breaks (between classes), with the perception of safety in the school
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Table 2 Participants characteristics

M=SD or % (n) p
Total Boys Girls
(n=8215) 47.3% 52.7%
(n=3888) (n=4327)
Age (yea.rs)1 14.36+2.28 14.31+2.28 14.40£2.28 0.068
School grade? 30.7 (2520) 32.4 (1260) 29.1 (1260) <0.001
6th grade 33.7 (2766) 34.4 (1336) 33.0 (1430)
8th grade 20.8 (1711) 20.1 (782) 21.5(929)
10th grade 14.8 (1218) 13.1 (510) 16.4 (708)
12th grade
Region® 40.9 (3360) 42.8 (1664) 39.2 (1696) 0.002
North 16.9 (1390) 16.4 (638) 17.4 (752)
Centre 23.5(1927) 21.8 (847) 25.0 (1080)
Lisbon and Tagus Valley 9.2 (754) 9.1 (355) 9.2 (399)
Alentejo 9.5 (784) 9.9 (384) 9.2 (400)
Algarve
Liking school® 30.5(2393) 34.1 (1272) 27.1 (1121) <0.001
Dislike 69.6 (5473) 65.9 (2453) 72.9 (3020)
Like
Linking peers? 26.1 (1258) 25.5(552) 26.6 (706) 0.371
Dislike/Indifferent 73.9 (3562) 74.5 (1615) 73.4 (1947)
Like
Liking teachers? 53.6 (2574) 56.7 (1225) 51.1(1349) <0.001
Dislike/Indifferent 46.4 (2226) 43.3 (936) 48.9 (1290)
Like
Liking school breaks (between classes)? 21.1(1015) 23.7 (512) 19.0 (503) <0.001
Dislike/Indifferent 78.9 (3793) 76.3 (1651) 81.0 (2142)
Like
Liking classes’ 69.5 (3331) 71.5 (1543) 67.8 (1788) <0.01
Dislike/Indifferent 30.5 (1465) 28.5(616) 32.2 (849)
Like
Pressure with schoolwork? 50.1 (3944) 59.2 (2205) 42.0 (1739) <0.001
No 49.9 (3922) 40.8 (1520) 58.0 (2402)
Yes
Perception of academic success? 51.5 (2408) 50.5 (1061) 52.4 (1347) 0.208
With no success/With little success 48.5 (2266) 49.5 (1040) 47.6 (1226)
With success
Missing classes on purpose® 83.9 (6561) 81.6 (3016) 86.0 (3545) <0.001
No 16.1 (1256) 18.4 (681) 14.0 (575)
Yes
Perception of safety at school® 4.4 (209) 5.3 (112) 3.7097) 0.011
No 95.6 (4513) 94.7 (2012) 96.3 (2501)
Yes
Relationshio with peers! 11.80+2.41 12.13£2.35 11.51£2.43 <0.001
Relationship with teachers! 11.28+2.52 11.44%2.64 11.13£2.39 <0.001
Concerns/Difficulties with school! 19.04+3.94 18.83+£4.29 19.22+3.62 <0.001
Quality of life (QoL)" 36.43+7.28 37.56+7.58 35.4916.88 <0.001
QoL below average® 47.0 (2331) 37.9 (857) 54.6 (1474)
QoL above average? 53.0 (2631) 62.1 (1405) 45.4 (1226)

Independent Sample t-test; “Chi-square
Adjusted residuals>1.96

Abbreviations: M, Mean; SD, standard deviation.
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Table 3 Bivariate analysis between adolescents’ quality of life (QoL) and school-related variables

QoL below average

QoL above average

% or M=SD p
Age (years)' 15.77+1.83 15.31+1.77 <0.001
Gender? 36.8 (857) 53.4 (1405) <0.001
Male 63.2 (1474) 46.6 (1226)
Female
School grade? 41.3 (963) 51.5 (1354) <0.001
6th grade 32.1(749) 29.1 (765)
8th grade 26.6 (619) 19.5 (512)
10th grade
12th grade
Region’ 34.1 (794) 39.7 (1045) <0.001
North 19.2 (447) 18.5 (486)
Centre 27.9 (650) 22.6 (595)
Lisbon and Tagus valey 9.0 (210) 9.8 (257)
Alentejo 9.9 (230) 9.4 (248)
Algarve
Liking school 44.2 (1030) 26.8 (704) <0.001
Dislike 55.8 (1301) 73.2 (1927)
Like
Liking peers? 37.9 (835) 16.0 (402) <0.001
Dislike/Indifferent 62.1 (1370) 84.0 (2116)
Like
Liking teachers® 64.0 (14006) 443 (1110) <0.001
Dislike/Indifferent 36.0 (792) 55.7 (1394)
Like
Liking school breaks (between classes)? 31.1 (685) 12.1 (304) <0.001
Dislike/Indifferent 68.9 (1520) 87.9 (2202)
Like
Liking classes? 78.7 (1730) 61.1 (1530) <0.001
Dislike/Indifferent 21.3 (467) 38.9 (973)
Like
Pressure with schoolwork? 28.9 (674) 51.4 (1352) <0.001
No 71.1 (1657) 48.6 (1279)
Yes
Perception of academic success? 64.8 (1384) 39.8 (975) <0.001
With no success/With little success 35.2 (752) 60.2 (1474)
With success
Missing classes on purpose’ 77.0 (1786) 86.6 (2270) <0.001
No 23.0 (532) 13.4 (351)
Yes
Perception of safety at school? 6.5 (140) 2.5(61) <0.001
No 93.5(2027) 97.5 (2403)
Yes
Relationship with peers' 11.00£2.57 12.22+2.26 <0.001
Relationship with teachers! 10.22+2.49 11.46%2.35 <0.001
Concerns/Difficulties with school! 18.03+3.86 19.95+3.79 <0.001

Independent Sample t-test; 2Chi-square.
Adjusted Residuals>1.96

Abbreviations: M, Mean; SD, standard deviation.
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Table 4 Linear regression Non-Standard-  Standardized ¢
between adolescents’ quality of ized Coefficient  Coefficient
life and school-related variables B Stan- B
dard
error
Liking school 0.92 022 0.06%** 424
Liking peers 1.71 0.27  0.10%** 6.45
Liking teachers 0.06 0.24 0.01 0.27
Liking school breaks 2.46 0.26  0.14%** 9.47
(between classes)
Liking classes 0.28 025 0.02 1.13
Pressure with -2.37 0.19  -0.16%** -12.25
schoolwork
Perception of aca- 2.34 0.19  0.16%** 12.18
demic success
Missing classes on  -0.94 0.25  -0.05%** -3.77
purpose
Perception of safety  2.00 046  0.06*** 431
at school
Relationship with 0.24 0.05  0.08%** 5.43
The results were for age and peers
gender. Relationshio wirh 0.29 0.05  0.10%** 6.44
The variables were entered teachers
using the “enter” mode. Concerns/Difficulties 0.27 0.03  0.15%** 10.63
*#%p<0.01; ***p<0.001 with school

environment, with the perception of academic success, with the relationship with
peers and teachers and with the concerns/difficulties with school. This means that
liking school, peers and school breaks (between classes), having a better perception
of school success and of safety in the school environment, a better relationship with
peers and teachers and less concerns/difficulties with the school are associated with a
better QoL. Additionally, QoL has a negative relationship with pressure with school-
work and with missing classes on purpose, which means that feeling more pressure
and intentionally missing classes is related to a lower QoL.

4 Discussion

The results indicate the existence of statistical and significant differences between
genders. Girls report liking school, teachers, school breaks (between classes) and
classes more than boys as well as less concerns/difficulties with school. Compared to
boys, they report more pressure with the schoolwork and a better perception of safety
at school.

A study by Coté-Lussier and Fitzpatrick (2016) showed a link between school
safety and student engagement. Girls tend to be less involved in physical confron-
tations/conflicts or to face fewer assaults or threats from their peers, which makes
them feel safer at school (Feliciano, 2012). The literature has always shown gender
differences in expectations and academic results, pointing to girls as those who usu-
ally present more positive results (Carvalho, 2016; Feliciano, 2012). According to
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this study results, girls report feeling more pressure with schoolwork and although
boys have a better relationship with their peers and teachers, they miss more classes
on purpose. The literature points out that girls are more focused and demanding with
their studies, dedicate more hours to schoolwork and studies and have higher levels
of stress than boys. In turn, boys tend to have less school involvement and stress
which is reflected in their academic results (Feliciano, 2012; Houtte, 2010; Lictaert
et al., 2015; Moksnes et al., 2010; Ostberg et al., 2015).

Adolescents who have an above-average quality of life are those who like school,
peers and teachers, as well as classes and school breaks (between classes), have a
better perception of academic success, feel less pressure with the schoolwork and
have less concerns or difficulties with school. It is also these adolescents who have
a better relationship with peers and teachers and have a better perception of safety
within the school environment. A recent systematic review carried out by Aldridge
and McChesney (2018) allowed us to observe a relationship between the school cli-
mate and the mental health of young people, which in turn is reflected in their well-
being and quality of life. A study by Kutsar and Kasearu (2017) revealed that students
who have a better relationship with teachers and who feel safe at school are more
likely to report that they like going to school. The results of this study also indicated
a decreasing trend towards liking school as adolescents get older.

Feeling safe at school is a very relevant aspect regarding the students’ learning
and academic success and is reflected in their well-being and quality of life (Coté-
Lussier & Fitzpatrick, 2016; Gaspar et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2018). In addition,
the type of environment experienced at school can constitute a risk or a protective
factor regarding the perception of safety at school (Williams et al., 2018). A study by
Williams et al. (2018) concluded that factors such as positive relationships between
teachers and students, consistency in terms of rules and a sense of belonging and
integration are associated with an increase in the perception of safety at school.

According to Aldridge et al. (2016), the support of teachers, the relationship
between the peer group and the feeling of connection with the school are some of
the factors that mirror the type of school environment and that are associated with
the well-being of students. Evidence in the literature suggests that the safety of the
environments present in the adolescents’ life tends to be reflected in an increase in
life satisfaction and well-being. The nature and quality of the relationships that are
develop in these contexts are also important for the adolescents’ psychosocial well-
being (Lee & Yoo, 2015).

A study by Powell et al. (2018) gathered testimonies from adolescents regarding
the factors they consider important for their well-being, with interpersonal relation-
ships (e.g. teachers, friends, peer groups and significant others) emerging as a cen-
tral theme. Therefore, the relationships established between the agents of the school
context are reflected in the adolescents’ psychosocial well-being (Allen et al., 2018;
Fatou & Kubisszewski, 2018; Kiefer et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2016; Singla et al., 2021),
as well as the peers support and the feeling of connection and security in the school
context (Lester & Cross, 2015).

Considering the results obtained, it is important to create and deepen strategies
that help to promote greater identification of students with school (especially boys). It
is essential to promote the creation of affective bonds with the school context, so that
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adolescents have a more positive attitude towards school (Tomé et al., 2019; Matos
& Equipa Aventura Social, 2018). Therefore, the need and importance to develop
actions aimed at children and adolescents is underlined. These actions should pro-
mote a positive feeling towards school, a healthy and supportive school environment
and more adjust and positive future expectations (with an impact on the professional
future) (Matos & Aventura Social Team, 2018).

It is necessary to reflect and intervene in the withdrawal of students from school
(there has been a decreasing trend towards liking school), in the management of
anxiety related to schoolwork, in the pressure of parents regarding grades, as well as
in future expectations. At a time when the psychological well-being of students has
been recurrently disturbed by the various confinements associated with the COVID-
19 pandemic (Matos, 2020, 2022; Matos & Wainwright, 2021; Matos & Wainwright,
2021) it is crucial that schools reflect on their practices, school curriculums (i.e. if
they are adjusted and updated) and quality of their school environments.

The present study has some limitations that must be considered. Firstly, this is
a self-report study, and there may be some bias in the responses. Secondly, this is
a cross-sectional study, which does not allow us to make inferences about causal-
ity. Thirdly, the data only include students from the public school system, and it is
not possible to generalize to all Portuguese adolescents (not having been covered,
for example, students from the private school system). Despite these limitations, the
HBSC study presents a very rigorous, large-scale methodology, which allows com-
parisons with other countries in the HBSC network, as well as with the various HBSC
studies carried out in Portugal since 1998.

5 Conclusions

In previous studies, it was shown that schools can become true ecosystems of health
and well-being and the physical, academic, interpersonal, affective, leadership and
participation conditions that contribute to this optimization were also mentioned.

The results of this study indicate that liking classes and teachers does not have a
significant impact on the quality of life and well-being of adolescents. Therefore, it is
suggested to explore these results in future studies, since they are important aspects
of the functioning of the school ecosystem and that should be part of interventions
aimed at promoting well-being in this context.

Another important aspect is the relevance of the relationship with peers and the
perception of safety at school as significant aspects for the adolescents’ quality of life.
This reinforces the importance of considering these factors when designing strategies
and interventions aimed at the educational context. It is also important to explore the
difference between liking teachers and the relationship that exists with them, in order
to deepen the results obtained in this study regarding the different impact that these
two variables have on the quality of life of adolescents.

In this context, the recurring themes are the focus on building skills and opportu-
nities, the social cohesion, the feeling of sharing and rooting and the possibility of
active participation in school life (Aventura Social, 2020a, b).
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