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Service Learning: A Philosophy and Practice to 

Reframe Higher Education 
 

By Luigina Mortari

 & Marco Ubbiali

†
 

 
In order to answer the call of Agenda 2030 (UN, 2015), higher education must 

assist in giving form to a new society in which democracy is cultivated in both 

the minds and practices of our society. A democratic education is the answer to 

the challenges of contemporary society, which is characterized by indifference 

and an unwillingness to engage for the common good. Educational practices are 

often aligned to this trend so that they are planned with the aim of developing 

competences useful for individual success and the economic improvement of 

society. It is necessary to envision a new design for higher education that 

promotes in people the disposition to engage in the construction of a society 

where everyone has an equal opportunity to live a good and fulfilling life. 

Useful for this purpose can be a rediscovery of the classical position of Plato, 

Socrates, and Aristotle that present virtue and ethics as a theoretical framework 

for education. This framework can be used as a foundation upon which to renew 

academic practices by planning and designing experiences able to translate 

theory into actions. Service learning is an interesting model that would allow for 

this and would guide practices that support a democratic education informed by 

virtue and ethics. If useful for redirecting higher education, service learning is 

particularly suitable for educating teachers, the practitioners who have a great 

responsibility for transforming society through education. In this paper, after 

developing the appropriate theoretical framework, we present, as an example of 

service learning, the Community Research Service Learning experience carried 

out at the University of Verona in the Primary Teacher Education master's 

degree program. 

 

Keywords: higher education; service learning; civic engagement; ethics; pre-

service teacher training.  

 

 

Introduction  

 

In order to answer the call of Agenda 2030 (UN, 2015), higher education 

must assist in giving form to a new society in which democracy is cultivated in 

both the minds and practices of our society. This democratic education is needed 

to reverse the drift in our contemporary society that philosophers and sociologists 

describe as characterized by indifference (Baumann, 2004; Morin, 2007) and a 

lack of awareness of others, where few feel a sense of responsibility for their 

neighbors (Boella, 2006, 2018; Lévinas, 1961). As public debates and speeches 

become increasingly more violent, action for the common good becomes more 

                                                           

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dormant; indeed, observing the democratic rules of coexistence is no longer 

viewed as necessary and honorable (Pulcini, 2009). 

This way of thinking is rooted in an individualistic ethic, in which the idea of 

a ―good life‖ resides in self-affirmation (Baumann, 1999). This self-serving way of 

interpreting life‘s purpose is one of the worst risks to democracy (Beck, 1998), and 

it is further exacerbated by our educational system. Aligned with current trends, 

educational programs are designed to develop competences useful for individual 

success and the economic improvement of society (Mortari, 2017, p. 15), resulting 

in an educational system that takes the form of a ―banking model‖ (Marullo & 

Edwards, 2000, p. 746). 

In order to give meaning to the globalized world we now live in and 

compensate for the loss of significance of the common life in the global village, it 

is necessary to envision a new education that offers a rich, meaningful experience, 

able to give form to a ―good person‖ and a ―good society.‖ The classical ethics 

teachings of Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle constitute a valid theoretical framework 

for this purpose. Since, as Aristotle stated, the human being is a political animal, a 

good and complete form of education should mainly cultivate the dispositions and 

the competences that are necessary to give our own contribution to the 

construction of a society where all people can live a life worth living (Plato, 

Apology of Socrates). However, education is a practice: that is why we need to 

plan and design educative experiences able to translate theory into actions. 

According to Dewey (1938), education arises from experience, that is, through 

contact with the real world (and its challenges and opportunities) and reflection 

(that gives sense to action). In particular, this experiential education should be 

aimed at teaching not only technical or cognitive skills, but also the competences 

that prepare people to become engaged citizens (Dewey, 1916).  

Service learning is a very interesting model that provides these theoretical 

premises with a practical and educational implementation. Many studies, in fact, 

show how service learning can be considered both a philosophy of education and a 

didactic method that can be adopted in a wide range of academic courses (see the 

literature review by Ubbiali, 2017).  

 

 

Policy, Ethics, and Education 

 

Ethics and Education 

 

As Aristotle stated, every being tends to the good (Nichomachean Ethics, 

Book I, 1, 1094a 2–3). In particular, for the human being the good assumes the 

form of eudaimonia (Nichomachean Ethics, Book I, 4, 1095a 18–19), which does 

not simply mean ―happiness,‖ as it is very often translated, but suggests a ―good 

quality of the life of the soul‖: the word, in fact, is composed of the Greek terms 

eu, which means ―good,‖ and daimon, which means ―spirit‖ or ―soul.‖ 

The good is the object of the research of ethics. Ethics cannot be a science 

because human reason cannot define with evident certainty what good is. A 

definitive and complete answer to the question ―what is the good?‖ is not possible 
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for human beings (Murdoch, 1970, p. 93); at the same time, it is a question that 

cannot be circumvented, because it deals with human beings‘ flourishing.  

Educating people, and the young in particular, to research for the good (i.e., 

ethics) is necessary: in fact, if education means to help people to give form to their 

own existence, and the good form of existence is eudaimonia, research for the 

good cannot be avoided in scholarly pathways. In this vision, education assumes 

the form of the Socratic epimeleia, in other words, the care that makes human 

beings flourish in all their aspects and potentialities (Plato, Alcibiades 1
st
, 130e; 

Plato, Apology of Socrates, 30b; Noddings, 1984, 1992; Mortari, 2015; Mortari & 

Saiani, 2014). 

 

Policy and Education 

 

Starting from Aristotle‘s famous expression that defines every human being, 

in his or her ontological essence, as a ―political animal‖ (zoonpolitikon), Hannah 

Arendt affirmed that ―to live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived 

of things essential to a truly human life‖ (1958, p. 58). In fact, it is only in the 

public realm that we can flourish as human beings because we can be enriched by 

the look of others and nurtured by an ―objective‖ relationship with them ―that 

comes from being related to and separated from them through the intermediary of 

a common world of things,‖ and therefore, we can reach the ―possibility of 

achieving something more permanent than life itself‖ (Arendt, 1958, p. 58). 

According to Jean Luc Nancy (1996, p. 1), the human condition is a co-

existence: that means that every human being is, in his or her ontological 

singularity, plural: the dynamics of a person‘s existence can occur only within a 

net of relationships that gives form to his or her Lebenswelt, i.e., his or her living 

environment. Every human being, in order to exist according to a human form, has 

to live together with others, giving form to a world that allows everybody to live a 

good life. At the basis of co-existence, there is the deep consciousness of a strong 

connection with others, which is a real dependence: the common life, or better the 

―res publica,‖ comes from reciprocal dependency. The political dimension of 

existence not only deals with the personal realization of the single human being, 

but also takes the form of responsibility: if human beings become entirely private, 

―they are all imprisoned in the subjectivity of their own singular experience, which 

does not cease to be singular if the same experience is multiplied innumerable 

times,‖ which also means the end of the common world because the world itself is 

―seen only under one aspect,‖ representing a loss for all humankind (Arendt, 1958, 

p. 57). 

It has been noted that human nature has an aptitude for the establishment of 

socio-semantic systems (see Niklas Luhmann, 1984), especially those called 

closed and autopoietic social subsystems, in light of the principles of Humberto 

Maturana and Francisco Varela (Maturana & Varela, 1980) and which are 

appropriated by Luhmann himself. The individual is understood as a psychic 

environment for the socio-semantic system that tends to be a constituent of the 

individuation process of the subjects. 

To live is to coexist, but it is not only a status quo or an ontological condition. 

It is a fact that human beings are linked together in the world, but coexisting is an 
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action that requires an intention, therefore becoming an ethical action. In order to 

orient coexistence ethically, a sort of director is necessary: this is the aim of policy. 

To give form to (singular or collective) life means to implement the action of care, 

the ―factory of being,‖ an action that can be devoted to oneself, or to others and the 

world. When care is devoted to oneself, the human being gives form to his or her 

own uniqueness; when care is devoted to relationships, many people (in Greek, 

polloi) give form to the world, and it becomes policy.  

The term policy simultaneously designates a practice and the wisdom that 

informs that practice. The principal actions that define the essence of policy are the 

ones Plato attributed to Zeus: the great commander in heaven, in fact, is the one 

who puts in order all things and cares for everything (Plato, Phaedrus, 246e: 

personal translation from the original Greek version). The order is granted by 

justice, by the references that guarantee everyone the recognition of the measure of 

something; care, instead, is the condition that allows every citizen to flourish in his 

or her personal potentialities.  

Following this vision, policy is necessary for humankind: in fact, it is a form 

of acting guided by the intention to create conditions for a good life, a life that 

allows everybody to inhabit the earth with others and live a good quality of life 

experienced within the soul (eudaimonia). 

A good policy must be cultivated: it needs education, because without 

educated minds, there is no possibility to give form to a real human civilization. In 

the meantime, a good educational policy is necessary, which is a vision of 

education that serves as a reminder that the political aspect of every life (bios 

politikos) is essential in order to reach the good, both for every singular being and 

the whole of humankind. A good policy asks to cultivate minds that look for the 

good; it asks for an ethics and an education inspired to it. 

 

A Community Vision, to Face the Crisis of Educational Polices 

 

Therefore, contemporary educational policy needs to be reconsidered and 

redesigned: in fact, educational institutions are crossing into a deep crisis. 

Institutional agencies have a complex status, because they should be designed 

following both u-topic and a-topic lines, tending to a vision of life and of the world 

that does not stay flattened on the present, but aims towards an ideal that can guide 

educators. 

Instead, we are experiencing a real crisis in educational policies and politics,
1
 

because they often reflect and reinforce the (non) ethical feeling of our times. 

Philosophers and sociologists define our society as liberal, based on competition, 

where the concept of ―good life‖ is intended as self-affirmation (Bauman, 1999); 

we often feel a sense of indifference towards the other‘s condition (Bauman, 2001; 

Morin, 1994). Following this social tendency, even educative pathways tend to 

present an individualistic approach to learning and, in general, to life. These 

pathways are very often competitive, thereby nurturing that individualistic view of 

                                                           
1
We use the term policy as the vision adopted and the plan prospected in order to govern a 

community or an organization; we use the term politics to refer to the activities performed in 

order to give form to the policy-vision. 
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life that affirms that a good existence is one that does not care for others or for a 

common destiny. Therefore, education encourages and cultivates those skills that 

are useful and functional for a society that adopts an economic evaluation of the 

meaning of things and the search for self-affirmation. 

We cannot forget that our ontological substance is relational, and every 

singular affirmation is related to the flourish of the others to whom we are related. 

This is the real wisdom of life, a wisdom that should be put at the center of 

political attention and, consequently, of educational policies as well. How is it 

possible to translate these philosophical assumptions into educational practice? 

This is the task of pedagogy. 

In fact, pedagogy is a practical wisdom, because its epistemological 

foundation is rooted in looking for strategies that facilitate educational processes 

(Mortari, 2007): a learning through experience that starts from the daily challenges 

that occur in educational or cultural or community contexts and looks for answers 

able to orient educative actions. Following the philosophical premises just 

presented, we can affirm that the teleological aim of education is to cultivate the 

good for learners (the flourishing of everybody‘s potentialities) but also for the 

community they live in (the common good).  

If curricular projects are designed following this inspiration, they become real 

―laboratories of the things in life‖: places and times where it is possible to imagine 

new practices for a better life and a better common world; places and times where 

it is possible to analyze common practices, identify and support good ones, 

deconstruct ineffective practices, and propose new ways to improve them, while 

also struggling for the good.  

Projects designed according to this vision cannot be confined to school 

classrooms and textbooks or disciplines, but must be ―community engaged,‖ 

proposing learning that is more complex than simply knowledge or skills—

learning that also facilitates care about both the individual‘s and the community‘s 

needs. 

Moreover, as explained by Keith (2016), this vision also has important 

consequences for academic research that can ―go further than descriptions, 

although this is an essential starting point‖ (p. 23) towards an ―approach that 

supports critical policy analysis and the ability to induce significant change‖ (p. 

24). An important task for pedagogy is to design, plan and evaluate practices able 

to give form to this philosophical vision of education and answer the challenges of 

our times. The practice of service learning represents a significant proposal for 

achieving this, as supported by the literature and by practices taking place 

throughout the world. 
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The Proposal of Service Learning 

 

A Call for Educational Institutions  

 

At all levels of education, we assist in the hyper-specialization of technology 

and hard sciences that develop knowledge in an exponential way but, at the same 

time, cultivate an analphabetism of civic competences. This is not what the 

educational system was designed to achieve.  

The aim of educational institutions, instead, is to plan and offer quality 

learning experiences that enable students to develop all aspects of their 

personalities and to enhance their capacity to think, to feel, and to act with others 

in the world.  

Even J. Dewey underlined that schools and universities are often artificial, 

where learning objectives are not in sync with real life. Therefore, in order to give 

form to personal life, it is necessary to design and realize learning contexts that are 

guided by the ―learning by doing‖ principle (Dewey, 1938) which we can think of 

as ―laboratories of things in life.‖ 

 Experiential learning methodologies (Kolb, 1984) define an approach that 

responds to this educational necessity. In his theory, Kolb affirmed that knowledge 

is generated through the transformation of experience: according to this vision, 

ideas are not merely fixed objects to be learned; they are concepts that can be 

formulated and reformulated through contact and engagement with real life. 

There is, however, a risk involved in such activities: schools and universities 

could adopt such practices as an instrument to approach reality (with its challenges 

and problems) as a ―test bench,‖ in other words, in an utilitarian way, aimed only 

at improving competences and disciplinary abilities, carrying with it the risk of 

nurturing the competitive and individualistic sensibility they hope to subside. As a 

solution, there is an approach that links schools and universities to the real world, 

that goes beyond this instrumental style: it is the service learning (SL) or 

community service learning (CSL) approach. 

Service experiences, that in literature are documented at all educational levels, 

from kindergarten to higher education (Furco & Root, 2010; Kielsmeier, 2010; 

Hart & King, 2007), consider the community, where the practice is carried out, not 

only as a place to test skills or grasp data for research, but also as a recipient, a 

place where students can contribute to improving society, thanks to the mediation 

of disciplinary knowledge. 

According to this vision, learning becomes a form of service, and service a 

form of learning.  

Similar to problem-based learning practices, SL engages students in work that 

begins with the identification of problems, but instead of academic or hypothetical 

problems identified by teachers, the problems are real and are identified by 

communities (Connor-Greene, 2002); similar to the research-based learning 

approach, SL can be conducted like a scientific research experiment, but it can be 

designed to answer a relevant question proposed within the community, rather 

than being proposed in a textbook (Harkavy & Hartley, 2010; DePrince, Priebe, & 

Newton, 2011). According to this vision, the community is not considered as a 
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laboratory for experiments, but as a partner to help and an opportunity, for 

students, to learn. Moreover, Eyler and Giles (1999) stress that ―using the 

community as a laboratory rather than working with the community on jointly 

useful projects‖ is not only not an ethical action, but it can also have negative 

didactical consequences, as it ―may stunt the development of partnerships that 

offer continuous benefits to both parties. It may also ironically make it more 

difficult to create situations for learners that facilitate learning, critical thinking, 

and perspective transformation‖ (p. 179). 

Nevertheless, SL or CSL practices share with the experiential learning theory 

the idea that contact with communities exposes students to problems from real life 

that they could never have experienced in the classroom: this reality calls upon and 

challenges students‘ preconceptions, helping them to deconstruct and re-construct 

new visions about people, communities, and values, thanks to the virtuous circle 

between service and learning that can be built through research and reflection 

(Fleck, Hussey, & Rutledge-Ellison, 2017, p. 232). 

Therefore, we can affirm that SL experiences are forms of ―laboratory of 

things in life‖ where the complexity of life is not forgotten in all its aspects: 

cognitive, social, emotional, relational, ethical, and political.  

 

Service Learning and Community Engagement Practices 

 

Service learning and community engagement practices have gradually 

transformed schools and universities in both North and South America, although 

with different connotations and philosophical references. They have also gradually 

been introduced throughout the rest of the world, including in Italy (Ubbiali, 

2017). 

The term service learning was first introduced in the literature by Robert 

Sigmon and William Ramsey to describe a project of the Oak Ridge Associated 

University in Tennessee in 1966; it then became more established in the 1980s 

(Stanton, Giles, & Cruz, 1999).  

While pedagogical attention to a possible link between service and learning 

began in the 1970s, political consideration of this theme found its public 

acknowledgement in the 1990s, when SL was quoted and sustained by federal 

laws, such as the National and Community Service Act (1990) and the National 

Service Trust Act (1993). 

In Southern America, ―aprendizaje-servicio soldiario,‖ as SL is called, was 

born in school practice and was later theoretically developed and institutionalized 

in political acts (Tapia, 2010). 

 

How to Define Service Learning 

 

The value of SL was quickly recognized and consequently spread throughout 

many contexts that produced many practices and theorizations, making it difficult 

to find a unique definition of the concept (Furco, 2003). The multiplicity of 

definitions, if on one hand gives value to the richness of those practices that 

address different needs, on the other hand determines the scientific weakness of 

SL that, as an over-defined practice, is not a definite object.  
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Already by 1990, Kendall and Associates (1990), through a systematic 

literature review, counted 147 definitions of SL, prompting them to propose a 

―clustering‖ of the collection into two macro-categories: SL as a pedagogy and SL 

as a philosophy. The definitions that present SL as a pedagogy underline its 

methodological aspects: SL as a teaching and learning method that has specific 

intentions, requires careful organization, and involves related instruments. The 

definitions that speak to SL as a philosophy propose it as a style, or a way of 

thinking about and orienting the practices of teaching and learning, without 

codifying practical aspects. 

In the literature, the paper by Sigmon (1979), Service-Learning: Three 

Principles, is recognized as foundational. It is considered the first publication to 

define and systematize SL practices. The author presented the three principles that, 

as a framework, define SL pedagogy in his article as follows: 

 

―Principle one: Those being served control the service(s) provided. 

Principle two: Those being served become better able to serve and be served 

by their own actions. 

Principle three: Those who serve also are learners and have significant control 

over what is expected to be learned.‖ (Sigmon, 1979, p. 10) 

 

Following the publication of Sigmon‘s paper, several subsequent definitions 

emerged. A good and influential one was cited in the United States public federal 

law National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993 (p. 59) (hereinafter 

referred to as Act) as follows: 

―The term ―service-learning‖ means a method 

A. under which students or participants learn and develop through active 

participation in thoughtfully organized service that 

i. is conducted in and meets the needs of a community;  

ii. is coordinated with an elementary school, secondary school, 

institution of higher education, or community service program, 

and with the community; and  

iii. helps foster civic responsibility; and  

B. that 

i. is integrated into and enhances the academic curriculum of the 

students, or the educational components of the community 

service program in which the participants are enrolled; and  

ii. provides structured time for the students or participants to 

reflect on the service experience.‖ 

 

In general, SL is defined as a method or a way to reach academic goals linked 

to the service (A) and learning (B) dimensions. From the service perspective, SL is 

characterized as adherent to real community needs and is coordinated by an 

educational institution that has a specific pedagogical mission, but always in 

connection to and cooperation with the community. The service has an educative 

aim, because it promotes civic engagement and a sense of responsibility in the 

students. Nevertheless, SL also represents an academic experience because it is 
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part of a structured curriculum within schools and universities: it is an integrant 

part of the scholarly pathway, in that it contributes to reaching disciplinary and 

interdisciplinary aims typical of various curricula. As such, SL experiences enable 

students to put into action curricular content, knowledge, and abilities learned in 

their formal activities; moreover, they can learn by doing through the reflective 

activities that should occur after the actions in the field. 

The Act underlines that the service has to be ―thoughtfully organized‖; it must 

be designed according to an explicit pedagogical intention and with a unitary 

vision of intent (mission, aims, and learning outcomes) within the curricula in 

which it is integrated. 

Moreover, according to the Act, SL can also take place in community service 

programs, and not only in the formal ones. In fact, in the literature we can find 

research on such SL programs (Kackar-Cam & Schmidt, 2014); most of the papers 

present projects developed in kindergartens, schools, colleges, universities, or 

post-graduate programs.  

Different authors try to define SL in a more precise way, every one deepening 

different aspects of its practice or philosophy. Ehrilch (1996) observed the wide 

variety in SL practices but noted that all were rooted in the experiential learning 

concept presented by Dewey. ―Service-learning is the various pedagogies that link 

community service and academic study so that each strengthens the other. The 

basic theory of service-learning is Dewey‘s: the interaction of knowledge and 

skills with experience is key to learning‖ (Ehrilch, 1996, p. xi). 

Operational definitions of SL are also offered by some authors, such as 

Bringle, Hatcher, and McIntosh (2006), who are perhaps the most quoted:  

 

"Service-learning is a course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in 

which students (a) participate in an organized service activity that meets 

identified community needs and (b) reflect on the service activity in such a 

way as to gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation 

of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic 

responsibility." (p. 12) 

 

Service-learning experiences vary in typology and, according to Felten and 

Clayton (2011, p. 77) can ―include short-term modules, semester-long activities, 

and multiyear as well as multicourse projects.‖ The authors further noted that 

service action can be conceived as ―direct or indirect, may involve low or high 

levels of responsibility, and may have a research component‖ (2011, p. 77). Even 

the term community can identify different contexts: the university campus, the 

local neighborhood, the nearby municipality, another state or country, or the online 

environment. ―The term may refer to one or more partners, from small grassroots 

initiatives to large nonprofit or for-profit organizations‖ (Felten & Clayton, 2011, 

p. 77). 

Service-learning experiences vary in typology and can ―include short-term 

modules, semester-long activities, and multiyear as well as multicourse projects.‖ 

The service action can be conceived as ―direct or indirect, may involve low or high 

levels of responsibility, and may have a research component.‖ Even the term 

community can identify different contexts: the university campus, the local 
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neighborhood, the nearby municipality, another state or country, or the online 

environment. ―The term may refer to one or more partners, from small grassroots 

initiatives to large nonprofit or for profit organizations‖ (Felten & Clayton, 2011, 

p. 77). 

A brief retrospective looks at the story of SL can converge on some elements 

common to all visions and definitions. Service-learning experiences have to 

achieve the following: 

 

"advance learning goals (academic and civic) and community purposes; 

involve reciprocal collaboration among students, faculty/staff, community 

members, community organizations, and educational institutions to fulfill 

shared objectives and build capacity among all partners; include critical 

reflection and assessment processes that are intentionally designed and 

facilitated to produce and document meaningful learning and service 

outcomes." (Felten & Clayton, 2011, p. 76) 

 

A Balance between Service and Learning 

 

The curriculum of a formal academic institution is enriched and student 

learning is reinforced through the connection between academic and community 

aspects facilitated by service learning (Furco, 1996, p. 1); however, it is only when 

service and learning are designed and carried out as two dimensions in perfect 

equilibrium and reciprocal reinforcement that real SL is possible (Sigmon, 1994). 

Sigmon (1979) defined SL as a ―reciprocal learning,‖ including the idea that there 

is a balance between learning goals and service outcomes. This statement 

represents a critical instrument for evaluating SL projects. In fact, if the projects 

defined as SL are many, only those in which the two dimensions are balanced and 

reciprocally enhancing can be defined as proper SL activities. ―Many programs do 

not fit this balanced model; instead the service may dwarf the learning, or the 

academic focus dominates‖ (Eyler & Giles, 1999, p. 4). 

The specificity of SL is its integration into the curriculum: different from 

other form of practice-based learning (such as cooperative learning, placement, 

education in the field, internship, and practical courses), SL is an educative 

experience that allows learning specific competences, typical of a course of study, 

together with civic and service engagement. Different from the extracurricular or 

after-school community service programs that are often proposed, SL has its 

power in being the framework of the curriculum: service actions in the community 

constitute real fieldwork that provokes learning processes. 

Bringle and Hatcher (2009) proposed that the dimension of civic learning that 

is, more specifically, a civic engagement within a community characterizes SL.  

Mendel-Reyes (1998) talked about the dimension of civic learning, referring 

to it as ―democratic‖:  

 

"Service learning as a pedagogy for citizenship integrates the academic study 

of democracy and the experience of democratic community service. The 

guiding principle behind the Democracy Project is that ―the only truly 
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effective education system for democracy is democracy—democratic action 

itself" (Mendel-Reyes, 1998, p. 38)  

 

Multiple authors have asserted that SL activates growth in students‘ personal 

attributes (Jacoby, 1996; Lake & Jones, 2008). In particular, it contributes to the 

development of attitudes and values in a more efficient way than other 

methodologies (Delve, Mintz, & Stewart, 1990; Holsapple, 2012).  

 

Educational Aims 

 

Many studies have been carried out on the academic aims of SL (Conner & 

Erickson, 2017). Authors point to various objectives, such as an increase in the 

sensitivity and empathic competence of participants (Bernacki & Jaeger, 2008; 

Wilson, 2011), engagement in challenges dealing with social justice (Eppler, 

Ironsmith, Dingle, & Erickson, 2011; Fenzel & Dean, 2011; Simons et al., 2011), 

cultural and multicultural competences (Einfeld & Collins, 2008; Meaney et al., 

2008), and invalidating stereotypes (Conner, 2010; Meaney et al., 2008; Wright, 

Calabrese, & Henry, 2009).  

These goals are not generally achieved naturally; they are attained only by 

acting in a community or improvising SL activities. Research affirms that practices 

that are not carefully prepared and carried out with attention and an ongoing 

supervision, being occasional or too short in time, can result in outcomes that are 

opposite to the teachers‘ intentions. Indeed, if processes are not thoughtfully 

planned and supervised, stereotypes about groups or the community where the SL 

action is carried out can be reinforced (Erickson & O‘Connor, 2000; Erickson & 

Santmire, 2001; Hollis, 2004; Jones, 2002; Kendall & Ass., 1990; Sperling, 2007), 

or the will to engage in the common good can be weakened (Erickson & 

O‘Connor, 2000; Erickson & Santmier, 2001; Houshmand et al., 2014).  

 

Kinds of Service Activities 

 

The practices of engagement in the community can be different; therefore, the 

kind of services that can be carried out and, consequently, the kind of learning 

achieved (curricular, personal, and civic) likewise are different. 

Berger (2003) grouped SL practices into four categories of service: direct 

service, indirect service, advocacy, and research. 

Direct service activities are those practices where the students and the 

community are engaged in a direct relationship. Examples include tutoring for 

younger children and service in senior centers or homeless shelters. 

Indirect service takes place when the students are not engaged in a personal 

relationship, but in a service to the community considered as a whole. Taking care 

of a park and restoring public spaces are examples of indirect service activities.  

Advocacy is the term that defines activities for which service consists of 

informational or awareness actions about a problem of public interest. Such 

activities include writing letters to citizens or politicians, participating in public 

conferences, and organizing committees. 
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Service intended as research involves students in real research projects aimed 

at collecting and analyzing information related to problems of general interest, 

such as participating in studies or tests that will have an impact or disseminating 

such materials in the community. 

 

 

SL for Pre-service Teachers 

 

Education of Educators: SL and Teacher Training 

 

If we want the ethics of service and civic engagement to spread throughout 

society and to facilitate the spirit of common living, we must invest in our schools. 

The education of educators, or teachers‘ training, is central to providing a good 

ethical experience to future generations. In fact, it is necessary that the teachers are 

also community engaged, able to act for a community and take on the role of 

actors of transformation and of social justice. Teachers, in fact, are practitioners, 

specifically, people who are asked to care about nourishing others in all their 

capabilities and to contribute to the care of the community they live in. Working 

with people who put care in action requires action of care, too. To educate teachers 

in SL involves ensuring that they become good caregivers. 

Keith (2016) presented a vision of training for practitioners that she called 

―cultivation‖: a practice that is an action of care for people, ―an organic process 

that involves a collaboration with nature – here, the gifts and qualities of 

practitioners‖ (p. 1), where the focus is not on a ‗transformative learning’, but on a 

―transformative practice‖ (p. 15). Practice deals with contextual factors, such as 

―language and forms of speaking, tools, and material objects (including bodies), as 

well as ways of relating and exercising power, solidarity, authority, and privilege‖ 

(Keith, 2016, p. 2). Kemmis and colleagues (2014) referred to those concepts as 

―sayings, doings, and relating.‖ Starting from this idea, ―the actions of 

practitioners emerge from the interrelatedness of all aspects – present and 

historical, experiential and structural, individual and group-based – that enter into 

a given situation in which they are involved‖ (Keith, 2016, p. 2). Practice is not 

only acting, but it is also building a common language able to give voice to the 

sense of action, of relationships between people and the context, between people 

and their learning, and between different kinds of learning and of personal aspects 

that are involved in action.  

Good practitioners look for the good, acting with wisdom. Good didactive 

practitioners are able to design and carry out educational pathways starting from 

their analysis of the context and its history, of the elements and people involved, 

and of their future intentions and directions. Using their wisdom, academic 

practitioners are able to identify challenges in contexts and, through their virtuous 

habits, act with learners to orient them in looking for the good, actually for the 

common good. 

Therefore, a serious and deep rethinking is even more important for the 

university that aims to educate practitioners, in particular, through pre-service 

teacher courses. Since the 1990s, SL has been a pedagogical model that has been 
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applied in teacher education courses: in fact, in the literature we can find many 

guides offering examples of programs that combine courses and fieldwork 

according to the SL perspective (Erickson & Anderson, 1997; Meidi & Dowell, 

2018), as well as scientific papers presenting them (Hallman & Burdick, 2011; 

Hart & King, 2007; He & Prater, 2014; Root, 1997; Ryan & Healy, 2009; Seban, 

2013). By 2003, Anderson and Erickson (2003) counted more than 300 teacher 

training programs integrating SL in the curriculum. 

In his literature review, Anderson (1998, p. 3) noted that the most often cited 

reasons argued by teacher educators for integrating SL into their courses are the 

following:  

 

1. ―To prepare new teachers to use service-learning as a teaching method 

with their K-12 students;  

2. To help socialize teachers in the essential moral and civic obligations of 

teaching, including teaching with ―care‖, fostering life-long civic 

engagement, adapting to the needs of learners with diverse and special 

needs, and having a commitment to advocate for social justice for children 

and families;  

3. To enhance preservice teachers‘ ability to reflect critically on current 

educational practices and their own teaching;  

4. To develop in preservice teachers the dispositions and abilities needed to 

easily and fully adopt other educational reforms such as authentic 

assessment, teaching with integrated thematic units, focusing on higher 

order thinking skills, and making improvements in school schedules and 

climate;  

5. To accelerate the process of learning how to perform a variety of roles 

needed to meet the needs of students such as counselor, community 

liaison, advocate, and moral leader; and  

6. To develop human service-oriented teachers who can work effectively in 

schools with integrated services or other social service settings.‖ 

 

It is interesting to point out that since this SL project is set in a course for 

future teachers, it has a double responsibility, one for pre-service teachers and the 

other for their future pupils: a sort of ―education to education‖ to ethics and civic 

engagement. 

Research on SL shows how it is useful to achieve multiple educational goals 

addressing several dimensions: cognitive, social, emotional, professional, and civic 

engagement (Baldwin, Buchanan, & Rudisill, 2007; Carson & Domangue, 2013; 

Conner, 2010; Cooper, 2007; Hale, 2008; Jones & Hill, 2001; Lake & Jones, 

2008; Myers-Lipton, 1996; Theriot, 2006). In particular, SL aims at important 

learning outcomes for teachers: a deeper comprehension of society (Kahne & 

Westheimer, 1996), the deconstruction of stereotypes and stigmas (Baldwin et al., 

2007; Barton, 2000), attention towards students with different cultural 

backgrounds or coming from disadvantaged areas (Hunt, 2007; Carrington & 

Saggers, 2008), the education of pupils with special needs (Russell, 2007), the 

building of learning communities between pre-service and in-service teachers and 

the community (Swick, 2001), and awareness of social justice problems in society 
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(Donahue, 1998; Stamopoulos, 2006). Wade (1997, p. 185–186) argued that SL is 

particularly suitable in teachers training because: it provides pre-service teachers 

with opportunities to practice reflection, therefore being able to educate their 

pupils to do the same; it fosters a student-centered and caring approach to teaching 

(in fact, also the service experience is beneficiary-centered); it develops a more 

complex vision of the teaching and learning practice enhancing creativity and the 

searching for resources in communities to develop educational projects (in fact, SL 

has to face the complexity of reality that cannot be learned in textbooks); and it 

provides pre-service teachers with the skills to develop autonomy in their teaching. 

 

The University of Verona Project: A Community Research Service Learning 

for Pre-service Teachers 

 

At the University of Verona (Italy), in the combined bachelor's and master's 

degree program for primary school education, for the past five years we have been 

proposing a community service learning project as a curricular training program 

that pre-service teachers have to carry out in their curriculum (Mortari, 2017; 

Mortari, Silva, Girelli, & Ubbiali, 2017). Our choice is motivated by a 

philosophical view of education, as previously described, as well as by a desire to 

respond to the call coming from educational (academic and school) contexts of the 

Italian community we live in. In particular, it is urgent to orient the students‘ 

educational processes in order to prepare them to meet the complexity of the real 

school world; to welcome the distress signals from the school that has to face new 

educational challenges and where teachers often feel alone and weaponless; and to 

re-think the University role, as an actor able to be engaged in serving the 

community (Mortari & Ubbiali, 2017). 

To face these urgencies, we designed and are carrying out a training model in 

which the needs, requests, sources, and competences of every actor interact, in 

order to give form to a ―common good‖ that represents an answer for the benefit of 

students, faculties, schoolteachers and, eventually, schoolchildren. In this vision, 

student learning occurs within a service activity (towards the school, i.e., teachers‘ 

requests, and, as a consequence, children‘s learning) thanks to the reflective 

mediation of the community of practitioners (school teachers) and the supervision 

of the university (the faculties) that accompany them in the research process, 

activating a reflective posture towards their service experience. 

The project of the Laboratory LeCoSe (Learning Community Service) is a 

Community Service Learning experience in which pre-service teachers are 

engaged in helping in-service teachers in their everyday educational job: this 

action represents curricular training for the university students and is the place 

where they design and improve research that represents the basis for their 

dissertation. 

At a political level, the University assumes the SL project as the peculiarity 

for the pre-service obligatory training in schools. When students engage in 

schools, they meet the teachers who will become their mentors in order to identify 

the mentors‘ specific needs (or desires) related to the problems or challenges of 

everyday life at school. This action is a real form of research because students 
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have to interview their mentors, analyze their words, and observe their class 

dynamics using qualitative instruments. 

After defining the educative need/desire together, and with the supervision of 

the academic team, students plan the interview in agreement with teachers and 

then perform their service in the schools. Moreover, students are invited to carry 

out qualitative research on their service action: this is one of the unique aspects of 

our project that authenticates it as community research service learning. From the 

point of view of service, students help in-service teachers in their professional 

lives. From the point of view of learning, students learn the job from an ―elder‖ 

and more expert teacher, and learn to become a ―practical researcher‖: in 

accordance with the European Union indications (2013, 2014) we are convinced 

that the research competence is fundamental for a good teacher.  

All these dimensions are lived within a community context, made of children, 

in-service teachers, pre-service teachers, and academic teams. 

Our project consists of six phases: 

 

1. Period for class observation, familiarization with the context, and 

identification of the needs of the class and teacher: using a qualitative 

approach, students observe the class dynamics and interview teachers in 

order to identify and describe a need or a desire with which they would 

like to be helped. The analysis of this request is then discussed and shared 

with the university team, so that the problem/desire can be analyzed from 

different perspectives; 

2. Literature review: students look for contributions in the literature about the 

identified need and the project to design; 

3. Design of an educational project: in order to address the identified need, 

teachers and students plan an intervention and define both actions and 

roles; 

4. Service action: after an appropriate preparation and sharing with the 

teachers, the students perform their project together with the teachers; 

5. Realization of research related to their educational project: during the 

service actions in the class, students carry out educative research (Mortari, 

2009), useful for the practice (Rorty, 1993), collecting qualitative data and 

analyzing them within a methodological framework built together with the 

academic team; 

6. Writing of the dissertation that collects the documentation of the SL 

project with the analysis of the need and of the school context, the research 

report and the reflection on the SL experience useful for orienting the 

future teaching practice.  

During the whole process, students are asked to nurture their reflective 

competence. In order to transform their action into a real educative training, 

students are supervised by the University team that involves them in common 

group reflections and asks them to keep a reflective journal in which they are 

required to write about not only what is happening in the pedagogical relationship, 

but also about their thoughts and feelings (reflective journal).  

Since every class is different and has its own characteristics, and every teacher 

has his or her own sensibility, every expressed need is different. In consequence, 
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every educational path is different. Students are, consequently, involved in 

different actions: operational projects, where students are asked to concretely help 

their mentor with a specific project during the class lessons; indirect service, 

where students are asked to make a critical analysis of the teacher‘s practice 

through accurate documentation about it or through research focusing on the 

teacher‘s pedagogical actions; design project, where teachers ask students and 

faculties to help in identifying new educative strategies in order to face very 

complex situations.  

Our SL is also designed as a research experience, an empirical pedagogical 

research (Mortari, 2003, 2009) that we call service research (Mortari, 2003, 2017), 

which is research useful for teachers to improve their competences and capacity to 

read (and try to solve) their classes‘ needs and challenges. All pre-service teachers 

during their training carry out qualitative research, collecting and analyzing data 

from the class with which they are involved. Every situation has its own need and, 

consequently, a related research question that allows the student to understand 

something more of the class, the efficacy of the project carried out, and the 

learning of pupils. All the research reports are addressed to in-service teachers 

(mentors), who can use the findings in order to re-plan their educative activities or 

to reframe relationships with pupils. 

In summary, the Community Research Service Learning experience at the 

University of Verona is a practice where service, learning, research, and creation 

of the community are strictly related and circularly involved and strengthened. As 

depicted in Figure 1, we can summarize the dimensions of the project as follows: 

 

a. Service: students perform a service to address a real school need or 

teacher‘s desire; 

b. Learning: students learn from their expert mentor; 

c. Research: students collect and analyze data during the service learning 

experience; 

d. Learning: students develop a research competence; 

e. Further service: the school receives the results and reflections of the 

―service research‖ that can be used for further improvement of future 

actions. 

 

All these dimensions are nurtured by reflection and, step by step, build a real 

community between school and university, giving form to an effective political 

vision of education as depicted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. A Schematic Synthesis of Laboratory LeCoSe 

 
 

 

Conclusions 

 

As a result of empirical and theoretical research, we can affirm that SL is a 

practice that has the strength to reframe higher education, orienting its practice to 

educate to a habit that represents a revolutionary democratic education able to give 

form to a new society, based on the principle of solidarity.  

The SL project of the University of Verona (Italy) is constantly subject to 

research. In order to collect the point of view of pre-service teachers involved, we 

asked a sample of 45 students to write a reflective text explicating what they 

believed they learned through their SL experience. A qualitative analysis, carried 

out through a ―phenomenological-grounded‖ method (Mortari, 2007), which is a 

method that interconnects the empirical phenomenological method (Giorgi, 1985) 

and grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), indicated that pre-service teachers 

believed they gained professional knowledge and skills (completion of 

professional profile; reflective skills; research skills; development of a service 

perspective), ―transversal‖ or ―personal‖ skills (how to learn from mistakes and 

manage a crisis; how to handle the unexpected; self-critical skills; supporting 

motivation), and inter-relational skills (collaborative skills; empathic listening; a 

child-centered approach) (Mortari, Silva, & Ubbiali, 2019). These findings show 

that SL is significant for the cultivation of teachers as good practitioners, but also 

as good persons and good members of community. 

We are carrying out other studies, in particular, one examining the capacity of 

reflection growing out of the SL experience through the analysis of students‘ 

reflective journals. Other interesting data collected and subject to another 

upcoming study are the voices of in-service teachers that, as mentors, help and are 
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helped by our students. From these stakeholders‘ own words, we can clearly 

collect satisfaction and feelings of real help and improvement of the pupils‘ 

experiences. Pre-service teachers are able to improve their academic practices, and 

their research helps in-service teachers to better understand their pupils and design 

new activities. 

Data show the efficacy of the SL project in developing university students as 

practitioners (developing their professional competences), as people (helping them 

to ―flourish‖ in important personal and interpersonal aspects), and as citizens 

(developing their community consciousness). Data also show the efficacy of 

students‘ activities in the educational context, that is, in the community that 

receives the SL experience, where people and community grow together. This 

demonstrates the political valence of SL: the community is strengthened, and also 

the mission of the University and its relationship with the community are 

strengthened. The University becomes an actor in the community, and the school 

feels co-responsible for educating pre-service teachers. Together we are putting in 

action the principle of care, which involves not only individuals, but institutions as 

well. As Ricoeur (1992, p. 172) stated, people and institutions are linked together 

in realizing an ethical life, since ethics is ―aiming at a good life lived with and for 

others in just institutions.‖ This ―aiming‖ is not only a form of desire, but it 

becomes a real action that assumes the form of care: for the self, for the other, and 

for institutions (Ricoeur, 1990). 

Care, in fact, is essential for every human being, because without care no one 

can flourish in his or her own existential potentialities and directions, in 

relationships with others, or in common research for the common good. 

In fact, when care goes beyond the face-to-face relationship and reaches a 

world dimension and a feeling for the ethical necessity to care for a good 

institution able to govern it, policy takes form. Policy is a service to the world that 

is nurtured by continuous learning and transforms knowledge in action in order to 

give form to a better coexistence: a real service that becomes learning and a 

learning that becomes service. 
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Early Childhood Education and Instructional 

Ecology: A Vygotskian Approach in Teaching 

Early Childhood Social Studies 
 

By Kwabena Ofori-Attah

 

 
This study guided by Vygotsky‘s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) theory 

explored the perception of pre-service teachers about the application of the ZPD 

in the classroom. Five participants, all junior students, were purposefully 

selected from a university in the southern region of the United States to 

participate in the study. Open-ended interview questions were designed from a 

review of the literature regarding the effectiveness of Vygotsky‘s ZPD in the 

classroom. Axial coding was used to analyze the data for the final research 

report. A major finding from the study is that Vygotsky‘s ZPD is recognized by 

Educator Preparatory Providers (EPPS) as a major instructional approach used 

to promote student achievement and that some pre-educator candidates perceive 

problems implementing this innovative form of teaching social studies in the 

early childhood classroom. Another significant finding from the study is that it 

extends our knowledge about the application of Vygotsky‘s ZPD in the early 

childhood social studies classroom. Implications for early childhood teacher 

preparation and future research are considered in the paper. 

 

Keywords: cognitive development, early childhood education, instructional 

ecology, preservice teachers, zone of proximal development 

 

 

Background of the Study 

 

The education of children during the early years of learning, from birth to 

age five, within the appropriate instructional ecology has attracted the attention of 

educators in recent years. A trend that started slowly during the middle ages has 

now become a top agenda in perhaps many sectors of teacher education programs. 

All educator preparation providers (EPPs) are expected by accreditation agencies 

such as the Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Preparation (CAEP) to 

prepare teachers who have the content, pedagogical and professional knowledge to 

be effective teachers in the classroom (Essa, 2011; Snowman & McCown, 2015). 

Dating back to antiquity, most parents did not neglect the education of their 

children. For instance, the ancient Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Chinese, Indians, 

all paid attention to the education of young children. The ancient Greeks saw 

human development as a transformation from an imperfect state of childhood to 

the ideal adulthood (Essa, 2011). Therefore, they had education systems for both 

boys and girls (Essa, 2011). The ancient Romans set up schools called ludi to 

educate young children, especially boys. Other ancient societies paid more 

attention to the education of young boys more than the education of young girls. 
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Young girls had their education essentially at home (Kaplan, & Owings, 2011; 

Ornstein & Levine, 2006). These observations clearly indicate that the education 

of young children in ancient societies attracted the attention of educational 

planners.  

In colonial America, teachers employed to teach young children had little or 

no training in pedagogical skills. The instructional ecology was ill-planned and 

delivered. Essentially, the teachers taught the way they were taught when they 

were young children in school. In the classroom, these untrained teachers relied on 

their own effort and thinking skills to teach these young children. Such practices 

denied many young children the opportunity to academically develop to their 

fullest potential. Today, the education of young children has attracted the attention 

of educational planners and so teachers who plan to teach young children in the 

United States of America must attend college to earn a teaching certificate before 

being employed to teach young children in the public schools (Essa, 2011; 

Morrison, 2012; Slavin, 2015). 

Apart from training early childhood teacher candidates on how to acquire 

pedagogical skills, educator preparation institutions provide these teacher 

candidates intellectual groundings and foundations in the content areas (Fritzer, & 

Brewer, 2010). To be specific, the traditional social studies curriculum at the 

kindergarten grade level focuses on content that teaches about groups of people in 

terms of current affairs, economics, geography, history, international and global 

issues (Farris, 2015; Sanchez, 2010; Seefeldt, Castle, & Falconer, 2014; Zarrillo, 

2012). 

 

 

Problem Statement 

 

Instructional ecology is an essential part of pedagogy. It is important for 

teachers to master instructional ecology because it forms the foundation for 

effective teaching. Instructional ecology is the relationship between students and 

their instructional environment (Ysseldyke, 2004). As Ysseldyke (2004, p. 2080) 

argues, ―Students‘ behavior and academic performance are influenced by the 

environment in which they are taught.‖ Because of this argument, all educator 

preparation programs include pedagogical strategies that are based on sound 

educational theories, principles, or models (Seefeldt, Castle, & Falconer 2014; 

Shabani, 2016). For more than 100 years, psychologists have developed methods 

for teaching and learning and, within the past few decades, have focused 

significant attention on studying educationally relevant theories and aspects of 

learning with the sole aim of improving student learning (Larson & Keiper, 2011; 

Mayer, 2003; Tuckman & Monetti, 2013). Some of the common educational 

theories covered in teacher education programs include behaviorism, cognitive 

psychology, social cognitive learning, human development, or Vygotsky‘s Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD is the gap between the child‘s 

independent performance and the child‘s assisted performance from and an adult 

or a more expert peer (Schickedanz, Schickedanz, Forsyth, & Forsyth, 2001). All 

these theories embody elements of instructional ecology. Consequently, all teacher 
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candidates study these theories during their training (Shabani, 2016). They study 

these theories during their pedagogical courses. However, some teacher candidates 

in the early childhood education program anticipate encountering problems 

implementing Vygotsky‘s ZPD in their teaching after graduation. Despite an 

increased interest in the integration of educational theories and the appropriate 

instructional ecology in the preparation of teacher candidates by educator 

preparation providers (EPPs), there are currently no empirical studies on how 

teacher candidates in the social studies early childhood program perceive their 

readiness to apply Vygotsky‘s ZPD into their teaching after graduation. Some of 

the previous studies focus on the application of ZPD to the teaching of 

mathematics (Sophian, 2013), and others also focus their research with the ZPD on 

language acquisition (Rueda & Yaden, 2013). This study intends to fill the gap in 

our knowledge about how some preservice teacher candidates perceive their 

readiness to apply the ZPD in teaching early childhood social studies after 

graduation. 

 

 

Purpose Statement 

 

Vygotsky‘s ideas about learning promote cognitive development especially in 

young learners (Larson & Keiper, 2011; Tuckman, & Monetti, 2013). The purpose 

of this study was to explore the perception of early childhood preservice teacher 

candidates about their readiness to apply Vygotsky‘s ZPD in the classroom to 

promote effective teaching and learning after graduation. Vygotsky‘s ZPD has 

become a key concept in teacher pedagogical training because of its promise to 

promote effective and efficient instructional practices in the classroom. 

 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

According to Marzano and Brown (2009, p. 10), teaching is both an art and 

science guided by certain principles, rules, and theories (Muth & Alvermann, 

1999; Ornstein & Sinatra, 2005; Snowman & McCown, 2015). This argument is 

supported by others such as Arends (2009, p. 2), and Moore (1999, p. 44). Arends 

points out that teaching is a science because its practices are based on research and 

scientific evidence (p. 4). Arends contends further that, teaching is an art because it 

is based on the teacher‘s experiences and the wisdom of practice (p. 4). Marzano 

and Brown (2009, p. 1) argue teaching is ―art in the sense that it involves no 

specific script all effective teachers must follow‖. Marzano and Brown (2009, p. 1) 

argue further that teaching ―is science in the sense that there are strategies that 

research over time has shown to have a high probability of enhancing student 

achievement‖. Effective teaching does not just happen. It is always the result of 

careful planning, presentation, and assessment. Knowledge construction, 

according to the extant literature promotes meaningful learning (Berger, & 

Luckmann, 1991; Bodrova, 1997; Henson, 2004; Snowman & McCown, 2015). 

Knowledge construction or the acquisition of knowledge has for many years been 

the subject for debate and research. The ancient Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, all 
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postulated about the appropriate ways for teaching students to acquire knowledge 

(Essa, 2011; Powell, 2009). 

Cognitive development or knowledge construction is the primary focus of 

teaching and learning (Powell, 2009; Schickedanz, Schickedanz, Forsyth, & 

Forsyth, 2001). Constructivist ―view learning as a process not just of acquiring 

information but of creating new understanding‖ (Henson, 2004, p. 13.). Although 

Piaget and other constructivist thinkers such as Locke, Rousseau, Pestalozzi, 

Johann Herbart, and Dewey have long made significant contributions to the field 

of knowledge construction, the search for the appropriate learning ecology 

continues unabated (Goodman, 2000; Henson, 2004). The contributions from 

these constructivists have always been a subject for debate. According to Vygotsky 

(1986), ―all knowledge, from the most important to the most mundane, is socially 

constructed‖ (as cited in Schickedanz, Schickedanz, Forsyth, & Forsyth, 2001, p. 

21). What makes Vygotsky‘s ZPD to knowledge construction is that it ―described 

the transformation of simple perception, involuntary attention, and simple memory 

into categorical perception, conceptual thinking, logical memory, and self-

regulated attention‖ (Gredler, 2001, p. 297). The constructivist revolution has 

brought new conceptions of learning and teaching (Marginson & Dang, 2017; 

Susan, 2003). Although constructivism takes many forms, an underlying premise 

is that learning is an active process in which learners become active sense makers 

who seek to build coherent and organized knowledge (Henson, 2004; Mayer, 

2004). 

Learning in the classroom involves the interactions between teachers and 

students or between students and students. Which of these two is the most 

productive? According to Vygotsky, children have a specific range or zone within 

which they can learn efficiently (Maxim, 2010). One zone he describes as the 

Zone of Actual Development (ZAD) and the other the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD). The ZAD is the range where students can accomplish tasks 

on their own without the help of others. When children can solve problems or 

successfully accomplish tasks based upon their own efforts, we affirm that the task 

was within their Zone of Actual Development (ZAP). In the ZPD on the other 

hand, students can only solve problems or accomplish tasks only with the help of 

significant others or adults who have knowledge about the task in hand. It is in 

light of this observation that the ideas of Vygotsky‘s ZPD about knowledge 

construction have attracted the attention of educators in recent years.  

As John-Steiner and Mahn, (1996, p. 191-192) have pointed out:  

 

At a time when psychologists were intent on developing simple explanations 

of human behavior, Vygotsky developed a rich, multifaceted theory through 

which he examined a range of subjects including the psychology of art; 

language and thought; and learning and development, including a focus on the 

education of students with special needs. 
  

Vygotsky‘s (1986) thinking indicates that the origin of knowledge 

construction should not be sought in the mind but in the social interaction co-
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constructed between a more and a less knowledgeable individual (Bodrova, 1997; 

Lantolf, 2008; Muth & Alvermann, 1999; Ornstein & Sinatra, 2005).  

Moreover, the construction of knowledge is a sociocultural process impacted 

by environmental factors such as peers, teachers, and other knowledgeable people 

in the immediate environment of the individual. affected by the physical and 

psychological tools and artifacts (Glassman, 2001; Goodman, 2000; Lantolf, 

2004).  

Vygotsky (1986) developed the theory of ZPD in a critique of the use of 

Intelligence Quotients (IQ) tests as a form of assessing students. According to 

Vygotsky, the child with a large ZPD will do much better in school because this 

measure gives a more helpful clue than mental age does to the dynamics of 

intellectual progress (Vygotsky, 1986). Vygotsky further argued that children learn 

with confidence when they are supported by a more knowledgeable person 

because such positive interactions bring out the specifically human qualities of the 

mind and lead the child to new developmental levels (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 188, see 

Figure 1). 

Vygotsky‘s ZPD provides children the avenue to exhibit their learning styles. 

It is common knowledge that human beings differ in the way they learn. Some 

learn best by listening (auditory), some learn by looking (visual), some by 

touching (tactile), and some by performing an action (kinesthetic) (Lerner, 2006, 

p. 238; Slavin, 2015, p. 93). When providing support for a child within the ZPD, 

teachers are able to identify appropriate learning styles to apply effective learning 

and teaching strategies to help the child learn how to learn to become learners. 

According to Seefeldt, Castle, and Falconer (2014, p. 11) Vygotsky‘s 

knowledge construction approach includes the following: 

 

 A person‘s social and psychological worlds are constructed. 

 Child-adults interaction is important for cognitive development. 

 The capacity to use language to regulate thought and action is distinctly 

human and the source of the conscious mental life. 

 Social experience is extremely important for cognitive growth. 

 Education leads to development. 

 Teaching must be geared to the zone of proximal development; that is, it 

must match what it is to be taught to what the child already knows and will 

be able to accomplish with adult help until it can be accomplished 

independently. 

 

The integration of behavior and consciousness or the unification of mind 

and social interaction is a major characteristic of Vygotsky‘s developmental 

theories because it defines precisely what constitutes human development and 

knowledge construction (Bodrova, 1997; Schickedanz, Schickedanz, Forsyth, 

& Forsyth, 2001; Shabani, 2016).  

Vygotsky (1986) stressed that language development is the key to knowledge 

construction. As observed by Schickedanz, Schickedanz, Forsyth, & Forsyth 

(2001, p. 22): 
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The cultural-historical aspect of Vygotsky‘s theory states that these important 

linguistics structures, thoughts, and ways of thinking are not developed 

independently by each child but are instead the product of a long line of individual 

children‘s interactions with more advanced members of their culture.  

 

Figure 1. Vygotsky‘s Zone of Proximal Development 

 
 

 

Significance of the Study 

 

This study focused on one major theory, the ZPD as developed by Vygotsky 

(1986), the Russian educator and psychologist, to shed light on teacher preparation 

by an EPP. Vygotsky‘s ideas about knowledge construction have become part of 

teacher preparation because of its promise to provide learners the foundation 

blocks for critical thinking to provide them the means to take ownership of their 

learning (Henson, 2004; Mayer 2004; Tuckman & Monetti, 2013). 

The ideas of Vygotsky (1986) were suppressed by the Soviet government 

because his methods were not deemed rigorous or ―radical‖ enough to spark 

revolutionary tendencies in the learner, especially young children (Schickedanz, 

Schickedanz, Forsyth, & Forsyth, 2001; Susan, 2003; Marginson & Dang, 2017). 

However, Vygotsky‘s ideas about cognitive development have become a new 

approach to the principles of teaching and learning because of its propensity to 

promote intellectual development in a learner (Cox, 2008; Maxim, 2010). As 

noted by Larson and Keiper (2011, p. 92): 

 

Current thinking about the ideas tied to Vygotsky‘s ZPD theory has led to 

such terms as scaffolding, constructivism, and hands-on learning. These 

imply that learning occurs when some additional source provides a support 

The Child cannot solve 

problems at this stage in the 

zone 

The child can only solve a 

problem with the help of a more 

knowledgeable person at this stage 

in the zone 

The child can solve 

problems with no help at 

this stage in the zone 

The entire arrow indicates the 

Zone of Proximal Development 
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network to promote learning (e.g. in the same way that a scaffold provides 

support for a building. 

 

The findings from this study will also add to our growing body of knowledge 

about how to create developmentally appropriate instructional ecology for the 

education of children, especially those in the early childhood classes (Snider & Fu, 

1990). The difficulty level of material is an extremely important consideration 

when teaching, especially young children (Lerner, 2006). 

Creating the developmentally appropriate instructional ecology is important in 

the education of children, especially young ones. When Helen Keller‘s teacher, 

Annie Sullivan, created the appropriate instructional ecology, she was able to 

teach Helen Keller, a blind and dumb student to read and write (Davidson, 1965). 

Research indicates that providing children with minimal support during instruction 

is not enough to help them positively engage in the lesson. Several reviews of 

empirical studies have established a solid research-based case against the use of 

instruction with minimal guidance (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006). Mayer 

(2004) reviewed over 50 articles written about instructional strategies and 

concluded from the study that knowledge construction such as recommended by 

Vygotsky‘s ZPD, especially for young children, is the preferred choice by many 

educators. 

As constructivism has become the dominant view of how students learn, it is 

very important that EPPs find empirical-based research to refine the curriculum for 

teacher preparation (Mayer, 2004). The proposed study builds on literature written 

about learning theories and the quest for developmentally appropriate practice in 

the early childhood classroom, approximately from infancy to the third grade or 

age 8 (Driscoll, & Nagel, 2008; Essa, 2011; Morrison, 2012). Moreover, empirical 

research such as this one exploring the perception of preservice teacher candidates 

about the process for implementing the ZPD is likely to support and promote the 

professional development of early childhood teachers (Driscoll & Nagel, 2008; 

Essa, 2011; Morrison, 2012; Snider & Fu, 1990). 

 

 

Research Questions 

 

As already pointed out, the main purpose of this study is to explore the 

perception of early childhood teacher candidates about their readiness to apply 

Vygotsky‘s ZPD in the early childhood social studies classroom after graduation. 

Exploring and examining these perceptions is likely to help educators lay a solid 

foundation for the application of Vygotsky‘s ideas in teaching social studies to 

young children (Seefeldt, Castle, & Falconer, 2014). 

The following research questions were formulated based upon the extant 

literature on developmentally appropriate instructional approaches for early 

childhood education: 

 

1. How do teacher candidates perceive the integration of Vygotsky‘s Zone of 

Proximal Development in the curriculum? 
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2. What problems do the pre-service teachers anticipate implementing the 

Zone of Proximal Development in their teaching after graduation?  

3. What skills has their teacher education program equipped them to 

implement the Zone of Proximal Development in their teaching after 

graduation? 

4. How do these pre-service teachers plan to learn more about the Zone of 

Proximal Development?  

 

 

Methods 

 

Design and Procedure 

 

This was a qualitative case study designed to explore the perception of pre-

service teachers about the integration of Vygotsky‘s ZPD into teaching social 

studies in the early childhood classroom. The qualitative approach was preferred to 

other research methods because qualitative approach to the study of social 

phenomena provides the researcher the opportunity to suggest grounded 

propositions, provide explanations to extend the understanding of phenomena, or 

promote opportunities for informed social action (Creswell, 2014; McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2006; Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

The primary data for the study were collected through interviews and 

document analysis, such as information in textbooks, the Internet, and journal 

articles on curriculum development such as early childhood education. Five 

students in a Southern University in the United States were conveniently selected 

to participate in the study. Convenience sampling method was used because the 

opinion of these five preservice social studies was considered more valuable than 

those that would be obtained in a random sample of all the students in the teacher 

education program (White & McBurney, 2013). 

The College of Education has a small teacher education department with only 

about 30 teacher candidates. These teacher candidates were specializing in 

different areas of study. Five specialized in Integrated Mathematics, 3 specialized 

in Integrated Science Education, 11 specialized in Physical Education, 6 

specialized in Music and 5 others specialized in Early Childhood Education. In 

order to increase the sample size for the study, all the five teacher candidates 

specializing in the Early Childhood Education program were conveniently selected 

to participate in the study. All five teacher candidates had completed a course in 

social studies pedagogy. Of the five students selected to participate in the study, 

three were male students and two were female students. One of the three male 

students was a Caucasian, the second was an Asian student and the third an 

African American student. Both female students were Caucasian. All the 

participants were junior students and had completed several educational theories 

such as behaviorism, social cognitive learning, information processing theories, 

theories of human development, multiple intelligence theory, theories of social and 

emotional development, and Vygotsky‘s Zone of Proximal Development (Driscoll 

& Nagel, 2008; Essa, 2011; Woolfolk, 2007).  
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Table 1. Demographics of the Participants 

Name 

(Synonym) 
Race Age Gender 

Student 

Status 

Early Childhood 

Education (ECE) 

Methods/Pedagogy Social 

Studies Course Completed 

Maria Caucasian 28 Female Junior Yes 

Akua Caucasian 25 Female Junior Yes 

Abu 
African 

American 
28 Male Junior Yes 

Krishna Asian 30 Male Junior Yes 

Mark Caucasian 25 Male Junior Yes 

 

All these preservice teacher candidates were conveniently selected to 

participate in the study because as part of their teacher education program, they 

were expected to integrate educational theories, models, or concepts into their 

teaching. During the field experience component of their teacher preparation, each 

student used the ZPD method to teach young children social studies lessons. In 

effect, they were expected by their university supervisors to be innovative in the 

classroom and not to teach the way they were taught when they were toddlers or 

young children. 

 

Interview 

 

Open-ended interviews were used to collect the data for this qualitative study. 

Each student was interviewed for about 30 minutes with the same questions in the 

same order but different follow up questions in order to probe for consistent 

responses (Best & Khan, 2006). In any given interview situation, some 

participants tend to include probes in their responses. Such probes tend to prolong 

the time for the interview and stretch the interview beyond the original scope for 

the study. These probes constitute what Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and Sechrest, 

(1966) call the dross rate. Again, as observed by McMillan and Schumacher 

(2006), ―Qualitative in-depth interviews are noted more for their probes and 

pauses‖ (p. 353) and so the participants were given enough time to elaborate on 

their responses (Best & Khan, 2006; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 

However, to cut down on dross rate, the participants who tended to dwell 

further on issues or engaged in continuous, or elaborate probes were quickly but 

politely reminded to focus on ideas that were germane to the study. Through such 

interview strategies, the participants were encouraged to focus their responses on 

concepts or ideas that had the promise of yielding the appropriate data for the 

study (Johnson, 1975; Ravitch & Carl, 2016; Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, & 

Sechrest, 1966). 

One of the interview questions was this: ―What problems do you anticipate 

implementing the ZPD in your teaching after graduation?‖ Another interview 

question was this: ―How do you plan to overcome the difficulties that you perceive 

in implementing the ZPD in the classroom after your graduation?‖ 
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Archival Records 

 

Other sources for the data collection included internet sources, books, journal 

articles, and magazines. These sources were used to provide further evidence to 

support the information from the participants (Salkind, 2012). Content analysis or 

extraction of data from archival sources provides unobtrusive measures when 

studying phenomenon (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, & Sechrest, 1966). These 

unobtrusive measures provide information that sheds further light on the responses 

to the research questions without further interference from the respondents, 

although this might constitute using someone else‘s filter for the study (Ravitch & 

Carl, 2016; Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, & Sechrest, 1966).  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Before any meaningful data analysis could be performed, I had to reduce the 

lengthy information from my participants into manageable chunks of information. 

Some of the major codes that emerged from the interviews included ―lack of 

resources, time, classroom procedures, classroom arrangements, learning rates, 

learning styles, class size, attention span, critical thinking, knowledge construction, 

and ownership of learning.‖ Open, axial, and selective coding were used to 

categorize the data into themes for the study. Similar ideas were placed into broad 

categories and later into separate themes as recommended by Ravitch and Car 

(2016), Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, and Walker (2014), Creswell (2014). In some 

cases, multiple codes were assigned to a particular category in order to close all the 

gaps in the data analysis. 

Ravitch and Car (2016, p. 251) recommendations were used as the foundation 

for creating the codes. Therefore, the approach for creating the codes included 

checking or looking for: 

 

 Repetition in and across various data items 

 Strong or emotive language 

 Agreement between individuals 

 Concepts that are not discussed or commented on 

 Disagreement between individuals 

 Mistakes and how/if they are solved 

 

Finally, code definitions and data displays were used to develop themes to 

draw conclusions for the final report (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Data Display for Analysis 

Code Sets Categories Research Questions 

Classroom Procedures, 

Motivation, Teaching Tools, 

Student Behavior 

Seating Arrangements 

Classroom 

Management 

How do you plan to overcome the 

difficulties that you perceive in 

implementing the ZPD in the 

classroom after your graduation? 

Learning Styles, Learning Rate, 

Grouping, Asking Questions, 

Modeling, Guided Practice, 

Feedback, Concepts 

Scaffolding 

Pedagogy 

How do you plan to overcome the 

difficulties that you perceive in 

implementing the ZPD in the 

classroom after your graduation? 

How do you perceive the 

integration of the ZPD in the 

curriculum? 

 

How do you plan to learn more 

about the use of ZPD in the 

classroom? 

Knowledge Construction, 

Grouping, Critical Thinking, 

Student Achievement 

Professional Development 

Technology 

Cooperative Learning 

Student 

Learning 

How do you plan to learn more 

about the use of ZPD in the 

classroom? 

 

What teaching skills did your 

pedagogy course provide you 

with teaching young children? 

 

How do you understand the ZPD 

as developed by Vygotsky? 

Class Size, Technology, 

Teacher Assistant 

Student Behavior 

Time, Cognitive Development 

 

Scaffolding 

Problems 

What problems do you anticipate 

implementing the ZPD in your 

teaching after graduation? 

Learning Styles, Critical 

Thinking, Grouping, Hands-on-

Learning, Scaffolding 

Constructivism 

Technology, YouTube 

Knowledge 

Construction 

How do you understand the ZPD 

as developed by Vygotsky? 

 

How do you plan to use the ZPD 

when teaching social studies to 

young children? 

 

How do you plan to learn more 

about the use of ZPD in the 

classroom? 

 

 

Results 
 

The results of this study will be discussed within the conceptual framework 

and the guiding research questions. One major problem with qualitative study is 

the task of making sense of the volume of data that emerge from interviewing 
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participants. Sometimes the information is so large and voluminous that the 

researcher must sift through notes upon notes, data upon data in order to craft a 

report that meets the expected outcome for the study. This study did not avoid this 

qualitative tradition. The research questions guided the study and eventually 

became the major coding categories. In the following section, the most interesting 

themes that emerged from the interviews will be presented. 

 

The Integration of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development in the 

Curriculum 

 

Vygotsky‘s Zone of Proximal Development deals essentially providing 

instructional support and assistance to learners from multiple perspectives. It 

implies working and supporting the thinking, reasoning and logical thinking of 

students to arrive at the desired outcomes of the instructional process. Each pre-

service teacher candidate had no problem providing a positive response to this 

question: ―How do teacher candidates perceive the integration of Vygotsky‘s Zone 

of Proximal Development in the curriculum?‖ Akua, a Caucasian female pre-

service teacher candidate, had this to say, ―The integration of Vygotsky‘s ZPD in 

the classroom is something we do all the time. In the methods courses, we are 

always instructed to be supportive of the effort‘s kids make to make sense of what 

they learn. Guided practice, grouping, or scaffolding are all the teaching strategies 

that we are asked to use to help kids master content. Kids at this stage need the 

support of teachers to make sense of what they learn in the classroom.‖ 

Abu, an African American male student, did not find it hard adding his voice 

to this question. From Abu‘s point of view, the integration of the ZPD in the 

curriculum is appropriate for all children especially kids who are beginning to 

learn new things and concepts to build a scholarship of reading, writing, and 

computations. ―At the early grades, one approach I find effective is using 

convergent questions to assess student learning. When I use this approach, I get 

the opportunity to assess what most of the students have learned about key 

concepts being taught‖ Abu added.  

―Every curriculum that tends to promote effective instruction in the early 

grades uses the ZPD to help kids master essential concepts. Kids in the early 

stages need to be scaffolded to master the art of reading, writing, computing, and 

communicating.‖ These were the words that Krishna, an Asian student who 

appeared to be the oldest student in the class added to the conversation. 

 

Problems Pre-Service Teachers Anticipate Implementing the ZPD in their 

Classroom after Graduation 

 

The students provided dismal responses to the research question about the 

problems they anticipated implementing the ZPD in their classroom after 

graduation. The research question was this: What problems do you anticipate 

implementing the Zone of Proximal Development in your teaching after 

graduation? All five preservice teachers provided similar responses. These were 

listed as follows: 
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 Class Size,  

 Technology,  

 Teacher Assistant, 

 Student Behavior, 

 Time. 
 

All the pre-service teacher candidates opined that a large class size of say, 15, 

20, 25 would impede the smooth implementation of the ZPD in the classroom. 

Maria added even a class size of 10 with a limited amount of time, supplies, and 

different learning rates and styles would make the implementation difficult. ―I 

remember in the school where I did my field experience, some of the kids had 

behavioral problems and therefore I found it very difficult implementing my 

lesson. I was lucky the cooperating was close by to offer me the help I needed to 

keep the class focused on what I was teaching them‖ she added. 

Mark, a Caucasian male student also echoed similar sentiments about the 

problems he anticipated facing implementing the ZPD in his classroom after 

graduating. ―Some of the kids in my second-grade class during my field 

experience were perhaps not used to taking turns using materials. Instructional 

materials were not enough for all the students to be doing the same thing at the 

same time. There was, therefore, the need for some of the students to take turns 

using such materials in learning. However, some of the students violated the rules 

of taking turns and often snatched specific crayon colors from their mates.‖ 

Maria was quick to observe that during her field experience, the cooperating 

teacher often gave her a maximum of five students to teach. ―When my 

supervision teacher came to observe me, I had no problem managing my class. I 

was able to provide the students-one-on- support to master the material I was 

teaching them. The supervisor was impressed with my work.‖ Maria added, ―I 

could not have achieved this feat if the class size was more than 10‖  
 

Teaching Skills the Pre-Service Teachers Have Been Taught to use to 

Implement the ZPD in the Early Childhood Classroom 
 

Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is about providing 

scaffolding for children to learn. Scaffolding occurs when adults or more 

experienced persons model what must be learned to the child and then support the 

child to do the same. The application of scaffolding differs from grade level to 

grade level. This implies that teachers or adults guiding children to learn new tasks 

in the classroom must design the learning task to meet the cognitive development 

of the children. The following teaching strategies are what emerged from the 

interview with the preservice teachers as the appropriate strategies for 

implementing the ZPD in the early childhood social studies classroom: 
 

 Modeling, 

 Guided practice or guided discovery, 

 Application practice, 

 Grouping, 

 Tutoring. 
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With modeling, Abu said that teachers take the lead in modeling or practically 

demonstrating the correct way for mastering a skill or learning the meaning of 

concepts, historical events, writing, reading, or speaking. ―Teachers can model the 

correct way of doing things to kids in almost all situations. The best way to model 

the appropriate behavior is to use a step by step approach while modeling the 

correct way or procedure for mastering the learning task or event to students‖. 

Maria, Krishna, and Akua all added that after the modeling comes the guided 

practice or guided discovery phase. During the guided practice phase, teachers 

provide immediate responses and specific feedback to the kids. Krishna added 

―During the guided practice phase, the teachers should pay close attention to what 

the kid does. The main role of the teacher should be a guide by the side of the 

student.‖ 

Maria added that during the guided practice phase, ―it is ok for teachers 

sometimes to physically intervene or implement direct instruction approach and 

then leave the student to master the task on his/her own.‖ 

In order to find out what the kids have learned, it is often desirable to assign 

students tasks that will provide them the opportunity to apply what they have 

learned with the help of the teacher in a new situation. This is the implication of 

their responses.  

On grouping, the pre-service teachers observed that grouping kids without the 

presence of an adult often leads to chaotic situations in the classroom. Akua said 

―Kids are not matured enough to know the benefit of working under a leader who 

appears to be of the same age or at cognitive level with them. Therefore, for 

grouping as a teaching strategy to work, the kids need to work with an adult such 

as the teaching assistant as the group leader.‖ Abu added that he will not use 

grouping as an instructional strategy in the early childhood classroom to 

implement ZPD because it is likely to obscure or mar the instructional ecology. ―I 

would rather use whole-class instructional approach to implement the ZPD in my 

social studies early childhood classroom through the process of modeling, guided 

practice and application practice.‖ 

Although tutoring is not usually the preferred method of implementing the 

ZPD in the social studies early childhood classroom, the preservice teachers did 

not rule out this option when necessary. All five preservice teachers agreed that 

tutoring is the most effective way to help struggling students to master content, 

especially for those students whose learning rate is below the grade level. The 

extant literature supports this point of view. This is because tutoring has the 

potential to provide slower learners the means to organize their thoughts and 

reasoning abilities to arrive at logical conclusions (Ornstein, & Sinatra, 2005).  

 

Planning to Learn More about the Zone of Proximal Development 

 

The main question asked was this: ―How do you plan to learn more about the 

Zone of Proximal Development?‖ 

Professional development was the first means the pre-service teachers 

identified. Through professional development, the students hoped to learn more 

about Vygotsky‘s ZPD. The students were not specific about the type of 
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professional development that they thought would help them. When I probed 

further Abu and Maria identified workshops on pedagogy as the type of 

professional development that would help them keep abreast with their 

pedagogical practices including mastering the ZPD. Maria, Krishna, and Akua 

mentioned apart from professional development on pedagogy conference, they 

planned to search YouTube or Teacher Tube for videos on student engagement in 

the classroom.  

Another route some of them mentioned was enrolling in a graduate program 

in teacher education. ―Graduate program in curriculum and instruction, with a 

concentration in early childhood education, will provide me the opportunity to 

learn more about ZPD‖ was the prolonged response from Maria, when pressed to 

be more specific about her plans to expand her knowledge about Vygotsky‘s ZPD. 

Mark also indicated that he will read magazines on teaching and learning or 

books on teaching and learning to broaden his outlook on the implementation of 

the ZPD in the classroom. He added that ―the Internet is another source where 

teachers are capable of learning new tools and strategies for mastering the art and 

science of teaching.‖ Unfortunately, none of the five participants could mention 

any magazine on pedagogy that would be of further help to them.  

 

 

Discussion  

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perception of early childhood 

teacher candidates about their readiness to apply Vygotsky‘s ZPD in the classroom 

to promote effective teaching and student engagement after graduation. The 

research questions focused on the perceptions of the pre-service teachers about 

their readiness to implement Vygotsky‘s ZPD in the early childhood classroom 

when teaching social studies.  

The responses from the students to most of the major interview questions 

about the implementation and application of the ZPD in early childhood 

classrooms gave a clear indication of their understanding of the process. All of 

them agreed the application of the ZPD in the early childhood classroom promotes 

social interaction and effective learning. This observation is supported by findings 

from others such as Essays, UK (2018) when discussing the application of 

Vygotsky‘s theory during the early years of a child‘s education. 

Nevertheless, all the students anticipated problems implementing the ZPD in 

their social studies classroom. Among the numerous problems they cited included 

large class size, time, and student behavior. Although the problems they 

enumerated are clear, in some cases, they should not feel uncomfortable with such 

issues as group work. It is clear in the early childhood classroom, children by 

nature do not cooperate very well, teachers should use this background 

information or developmental stage characteristic to help students learn to share 

and cooperate to do things in the classroom. As Bekiryazici, (2015) put it ―To 

make the learning environment better, teachers should be careful about grouping 

the students according to their abilities, not dividing the class into higher-lower 

levels, but rather in a mixed way where every student can learn from each other.‖ 

(p. 916).  
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The problems identified by the preservice teachers are like what even many 

experienced teachers face in most classrooms (Gredler, 2001; Ornstein, & Sinatra, 

2005; Marzano, 2007). The important thing the pre-service teachers or other 

beginning teachers should know is that the ZPD has logical steps that must be 

followed if they want to apply the model effectively in the classroom to engage 

students. Below is the step-by-step process by which a teacher may use to apply 

the ZPD in the classroom as outlined by Winkler (2019): 

 

 First, a teacher should identify what a student already knows. By 

identifying this prior knowledge, the teacher can build on that skill when 

introducing new concepts. 

 Next, the teacher can build on this knowledge through scaffolding; the 

scaffold will help students move from what they already know to what 

they should know by the end of class. When planning lessons, teachers 

should keep in mind the scaffolding process by integrating guided practice 

in their lesson plans. 

 Last, teachers can help students connect their new learning to their prior 

knowledge. For example, if a math teacher has just taught children how to 

master dividing decimals, the teacher might then relate this concept back 

to multiplying decimals. 

 

All in all, through the application of the concept of the ZPD, the teacher first 

identifies what children already know, then teaches them something new to add to 

it, and then helps the children relate this back to their prior knowledge so that they 

can now understand the new concept without assistance (Gredler, 2012; Muth, & 

Alvermann, 1999). Put succinctly, Farris (2015) argues that children can do things 

they cannot do on their own but when provided the appropriate assistance from a 

more knowledgeable person, ―they will eventually be able to do successfully all by 

themselves later.‖ (p. 16).  

As clearly pointed out by Slavin (2015) and Woolfolk (2007) the application 

of the ZPD model in the classroom is not a guarantee that the students will become 

efficient learners. What the model teaches is that children need guidance from 

adults or significant others when learning. The model does not support Plato‘s idea 

of human beings born with ideas. Like the constructivist view on learning, the 

model supports John Locke‘s view of the human brain as being tabular rasa at 

birth, a blank slate that contains no ideas (Ornstein & Levine, 2006). It is, 

therefore, very important that teachers bear this point in mind when applying the 

ZPD in the lower grades (Gredler, 2012; Muth & Alvermann, 1999). 

As studies continue to demonstrate the implication of the ZPD in the early 

childhood classroom, (Ehrich, 2006; Verenikina, 2003, 2010) teachers must 

realize that in order for the ZPD to work effectively, they must ―pay careful 

attention to the levels at which they instruct students as well as the levels of the 

tasks they ask students to do on their own‖ (Muth & Alvermann, 1999, p. 34). 

Vygotsk‘s ZPD from the point of view of the pre-service teacher candidates is a 

relevant model for providing scaffolding to support the efforts of students, 
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especially the younger ones, in the classroom to make sense of what they learn 

(Gredler, 2012).  

Above all, this study has made it clear that the days when early childhood 

teachers did not receive training like the ancient days or during the colonial times 

in America, today, teaching and learning have assumed new perspectives. 

Individuals who want to be teachers must be prepared to receive training in both 

pedagogy and content areas and apply the principles of effective teaching and 

learning in the classroom in the proper instructional ecology framework (Arends, 

2009; Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015; Essa, 2011). 

 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 

While this research adds important knowledge to the literature on the 

preparation of early childhood social teachers, the present findings have 

implications that could be addressed by further research. One concerns research 

into the readiness of early childhood preservice social studies teachers to apply 

integrated social studies content in the classroom. Research into the readiness of 

early childhood social studies preservice to apply integrated social studies content 

in the curriculum is important because the extant literature suggests there is a 

strong correlation between knowledge of content and the application of 

pedagogical practices (Farris, 2015; Fritzer & Brewer, 2010; Seefeldt, Castle, & 

Falconer, 2014). 

Another area worthy of research is the professional development of early 

childhood social studies preservice teachers. The inability of the participants to 

identify any professional journal for the social studies appears to be a deficit in 

their professional preparation, although they were able to identify different tools 

and resources, they might use to sharpen their professional practice after 

graduation.  

Finally, the present findings indicate classroom management might be a 

problem for some of the preservice social studies teachers after their graduation. It 

is therefore important for other scholars to take a critical look at how social studies 

preservice teachers are prepared to promote effective classroom management 

when delivering instruction within an effective instructional ecology (Farris, 2015; 

Fritzer & Brewer, 2010; Seefeldt, Castle, & Falconer, 2014). 

  

Limitation 

 

The sample size for this study was only five preservice early childhood social 

studies students in the early childhood program in the institution. As already 

pointed out, these five preservice teachers were part of a larger graduating class of 

about 30 preservice teachers. The students specialized in different academic areas. 

Out of the 30 preservice teachers, only five specialized in early childhood 

education. Teaching social studies methods is one of the courses these students 

had to complete for the early childhood specialization program. Although the 

qualitative approach to social inquiry makes this small sample size appropriate for 

the study (Creswell, 2014; White & McBurney, 2013), the finding from this study 
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may not be generalized to other populations. Additionally, the students were all 

conveniently selected from one educator preparation provider (EPP) program in 

the southern region of the United States. It is therefore not recommended that 

readers apply the findings from this study to other regions with similar EPP 

programs (McMillan, 2012). 

 

Delimitation 

 

This study was limited to teacher candidates in only one educator preparation 

program (EPP) in the southern region of the United States. Though both men and 

women were included in the study, separate data analyses of the responses to the 

research questions were based on sex and gender. Additional research with a 

different research approach such as mixed-methods, region, or sample size, is 

needed for such analyses (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014; Creswell, 

2014). 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The discussion about instructional ecology and the application of Vygotsky‘s 

ZPD in the classroom were presented within the cognitive construction framework 

and the research questions. Four conclusions may be drawn from this study. The 

first is that as educators prepare candidates to enter the teaching profession, they 

look for theories and pedagogical strategies that are likely to equip the preservice 

teachers the skills that will help them provide support for student learning within 

the proper instructional ecology.  

The second is that Vygotsky‘s ZPD has gained universal acceptance as a 

method of instruction for all grade levels, especially at the lower grades where 

children need close attention and support from teachers and others who are able to 

provide clues, structure, or steps for accomplishing specific tasks. Because of this, 

all major EEPs include a course on Vygotsky‘s ZPD and other pedagogical 

approaches in their curriculum for teacher education.  

Third, the problems the pre-service teachers perceived may be illusive. The 

main goal of Vygotsky‘s ZPD is to promote efficient learning in the classroom. 

His goal was not to introduce complex and inefficient methods for instructing 

learners. Perhaps, if Vygotsky had lived long enough to elaborate on his ideas and 

pedagogical research, he would have provided us answers to these perceived 

problems. Most of the applications of ZPD in different classrooms as described 

today in the literature have been created by scholars from their own point of view. 

As Woolfolk (2007) has put it, ―…we don‘t even know if Vygotsky would agree 

with them.‖  

Finally, this study extends our knowledge about the application of Vygotsky‘s 

ZPD in the early childhood social studies classroom. As Woolfolk (2007, p. 49) 

has pointed out, ―Sometimes the best teacher is another student who has just 

figured out how to solve the problem, because this student is probably operating in 

the learner‘s zone of proximal development.‖ Perhaps, this is a pioneer study in the 
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area of instructional design and application. It is because of this that the findings 

from this study may not be extended to other situations operating within different 

instructional ecology. 
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This study aims to explore teachers‘ perceptions of the role played by school 

principals in promoting teachers' well-being. The teachers in Israel have a low 

professional self-image and work under stressful conditions. Psychological well-

being combines a good feeling with effective functioning and promoting well-

being can enhance efficacy at work. This is a qualitative study, with a personal 

interpretive paradigm of teachers' reflections. Data was collected from 53 

teachers and analyzed in a four-stage process: condensing, coding, categorizing, 

and theorizing. The study was based on the planned theory (Ajzen & Fishbein, 

1980), and the data was encoded and categorized according to the Goleman, 

Boyatzis and McKee (2004) emotional intelligence (EI), leadership competence 

which founds to enhance well-being and effectiveness at work. Findings indicate 

that school principals can play an important role in promoting teachers‘ well-

being by displaying relationship management, which generates the highest level 

of EI: Creating a positive emotional climate, keeping relationships on the right 

track, and demonstrating genuine concern for teachers. Understanding the 

importance of EI and mastering it by educational leaders is important for 

promoting well-being. It is significant for the positive functioning of the teachers 

and school system. This study contributes to the epistemology of promoting 

teachers' well-being and developing EI by educational leader.  

 

Keywords: School principals, teachers‘ well-being, emotional intelligence 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The teaching profession is considered to be highly stressful in many places in 

the world (Jepson & Forrest, 2006) and in Israel as well. There are many reasons 

for this stress but one of the prominent ones is the neoliberal ideology that 

advocated for competition, accountability, equality and more (Carnoy, 1995). 

Stress is a negative phenomenon that develops under conditions of uncontrollable, 

prolonged and increased pressure. It is defined as a psychological and emotional 

reaction to imbalance between requirements and the ability to fulfill them 

(Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006). It has side effects in terms of health, 

adverse results at work, and the reduction of job satisfaction (Bellingrath, Weigl, 

&Kudielka, 2008). In Israel, the stressful conditions affect the whole education 

system and cause teachers and school principals to leave the profession (Oplatka, 

2017), further exacerbating the situations. There is a shortage of 3,000 teachers in 

the Israeli education system due to stress and burnout (Datal, 2019). This scarcity 

of teachers is not only an Israeli problem; it exists in many other places as well 
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such as England, Switzerland, Scotland, Australia, New Zealand, USA and 

Germany (Shnider Levi, 2016), and even in East Asia (Bas, 2011). 

Stress has a negative effect on the well-being of individuals and on the 

organization as a whole (O'Driscoll & Cooper, 1996). The World Health 

Organization (WHO) has defined positive mental health as ―a state of Well-being 

which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal 

stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully and is able to make 

contributions to his or her community‖ (WHO, 2001).  

Ajzen & Fishbein (1980) developed a planned behavior theory that reveals 

strong connections between perceptions, attitude and behavior. Recent studies 

have proven the significance of value-based leadership, through the concept of 

authentic leadership. Authentic leaders are among the prominent kinds of school 

leaders that is considering attitude and traits that affects behavior. Authentic 

leadership is defined as leadership which promotes a positive attitude as well as 

moral and ethical perspectives, and is positively related to organizational outcomes 

such as job satisfaction and work performance (Bird, Wang, Watson & Murray, 

2009; Shapira-Lishchinski & Tzemach, 2014). 

However, little research has been conducted on the role of authentic leaders in 

promoting teachers' well-being in the era of neoliberal reforms and on how this is 

actually done. There is also very little research on how leaders' behavior affects 

teachers‘ emotional processes (Cliffe, 2011). Israel is an interesting case to study 

in this context, because like many other countries in the world it is taking part in 

the neoliberal reforms, however, despite the huge efforts it has made in the hope of 

improving the educational system (Berkovich, 2014) – it has had no success. It is 

interesting to study teachers' perspectives since they are those who stand in the 

frontline and are required to work under stressful conditions (Oplatka, 2017). 

Thus, we believe that they know better than others what is good for them and what 

their perceptions are concerning the role of school principals in promoting their 

well-being at work.  

The purpose of our study is to construct a new body of knowledge compiled 

from teachers in Israel on how they perceive the role of school principals as 

promoting their well-being. Our research question is: What are teachers' 

perceptions regarding the role of school principals in promoting teachers' well-

being, and how is this to be done? 

Since stress, which is a psychological and emotional reaction (Hakanen, 

Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006), can be managed by developing well-being, we will 

connect the planned theory of Ajzen & Fishbain (1980) for predicting authentic 

leaders‘ behavior toward teachers to theories that have reported on developing 

well-being through emotional and social aspects of leaders‘ behavior (Brotheridge 

& Lee, 2008). 
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Literature Review 

 

Stress in the Teaching Profession 

 

There is growing evidence indicating that the teaching profession is stressful 

(Jepson & Forrest, 2006). In Israel it is even considered to be highly stressful for 

many reasons, among which are the neoliberal ideology of economy competition, 

accountability, and equality (Carnoy, 1995), as well as other demands that have 

evolved over recent years (Oplatka, 2017). All these factors, together with the 

pressure to improve students‘ achievements (Bogler & Nir, 2014), have pushed 

Israeli policymakers to suggest the recent educational reforms Ofek Chadash 

("New Horizon") and Oz LaTmura ("The Courage to Change"). These reforms 

have increased stress in the whole education system in Israel and on teachers as 

well, provoking negative emotions and responses. Teachers are also required to 

give in written reports on varied issues on a daily basis, which burdens them with 

additional stress, causing them much frustration and making them feel like clerks 

(Schechter, 2015). They complain about the scarcity of breaks between lessons, 

working under poor physical conditions and also working long hours compared to 

the number of hours they used to work before. They are also expected to work 

from home for the benefit of the school, thus arousing conflict between work 

demands and family demands (Buskila & Chen Levi, 2020).  

These stressful conditions affect the whole Israeli education systems and 

cause teachers and school principals to leave the profession (Oplatka, 2017). In 

May 2019 the Israeli State Comptroller Report published the fact that there is a 

shortage of 3,000 teachers in the country (Datal, 2019). Scarcity of teachers due to 

stress is not an exclusively Israeli problem: in England the teaching profession 

stands highest on the list of stressful professions. In Switzerland, Scotland, 

Australia and New Zealand, about 80% of teachers suffer from work overload. In 

Israel, USA and Germany, about 50% of teachers leave the profession after 5 

years (Shnider Levi, 2016), and in East Asia as well teachers leave the profession 

due to pressure and burnout (Bas, 2011).  

Stress is a negative phenomenon that develops under conditions of 

uncontrollable, prolonged and increased pressure. Stress may affect health 

adversely, affecting work results as well (Bellingrath et al., 2009). It leads to 

emotional exhaustion which diminishes productivity and damages effectiveness 

(Niessen, Mader & Jimmieson, 2017) as well as the quality of teaching (Cherniss, 

1980). It also reduces job satisfaction, lowers occupational commitment, results in 

early burnout (Jepson & Forrest, 2006) and increases job turnover (Jackson, Swab 

& Schuler, 1986). Stress may lead to reduced staff retention and to absenteeism, 

causing the school additional expenses due to having to pay replacement staff. 

Stress also has a negative impact on the well-being of individuals and of the 

organization as a whole (O'Driscoll & Cooper, 1996). 
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Theoretical Framework – The Planned Behavior Theory 

 

Various theoretical frameworks have been proposed to deal with the 

psychological processes involved in the attempt to predict and explain human 

behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Ajzen has found that cognitive self-regulation plays a key 

role in predicting behavior in organizations or with respect to someone. Together 

with Fishbein, he developed the planned theory, which is a theory designed to 

predict and explain human behavior. This theory assumes that human behavior 

results from cognitive processes, and the ―central factor in the planned theory is 

the individual’s intention to perform a given behavior that influences‖ 

(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p. 181). This intention will determine the behavior that 

will be carried out. According to this theory, school principals‘ perceptions are 

connected to their attitudes, and these connections can affect their behavior, which 

in turn will affect teachers. For example, principals‘ negative perceptions will lead 

to negative attitudes and behaviors toward teachers. They can lead to negative 

feelings giving rise to a mode of functioning that will create stress (Anary, 2011); 

and on the other hand, school principals' positive perceptions will lead to positive 

attitudes and behaviors toward teachers. 

 

Authentic Leadership 

 

The authentic leadership construct has evolved from the positive psychology 

of leadership forms (Seligman, 2002), which consists of integrity, caring and an 

ethical attitude toward followers (Avolio & Luthans, 2006). Authentic leadership 

has been defined a ―process that draws form both psychological capacities and 

highly developed organizational context, which results in both greater self-

awareness and self-regulated positive behavior on the part of leaders and associates, 

fostering positive self-development‖ (Luthans & Avolio, 2003, p. 243). These 

researchers later fine-tuned their authentic leadership concept by focusing more 

closely on the core of self-awareness and self-regulation. While the self-regulation 

process includes internal regulation, balanced processing of information, 

interpersonal transparency and authentic behavior, authentic leadership also 

includes high ethical standards, which influence decision-making and behavior in 

general (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 

Authentic leadership in education is a combination of values, ethics and moral 

literacy as applied for leadership development in all school aspects for the best 

interest of students. It is conceptualized through varied perspectives of psychology, 

philosophy, critical theory and law (Begley & Stefkovich, 2007). Authentic 

leaders reflect on their own inner characteristics such as: (a) Self-awareness 

regarding their lives and work, their strengths and weaknesses, how others 

perceive them, and the impact that they have on others; (b) Trust toward others 

and implementation of transparency, sharing thoughts and feelings with others, 

and minimizing inappropriate emotions; (c) Ability for objective analysis of data, 

while being interested in hearing others and taking their opinions into consideration; 

And (d) High internal moral values combined with the expectation that others 



Athens Journal of Education May 2021 
 

165 

practice high moral and ethical standards as well (Bird et al., 2009). These traits 

help authentic leaders to overcome obstacles and difficulties and to solve problem 

(Leroy, Palanski & Simons, 2011). 

 

Well-Being 

 

Well-being is the combination of feeling good and functioning effectively. It 

is associated with positive emotions, relatively high levels of happiness, and life 

satisfaction (Huppert, 2009). In the school context, well-being refers to the 

outcome of a process of acquiring a set of skills to recognize and manage 

emotions, set and achieve positive goals, appreciate others' perspectives, establish 

and maintain positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle 

interpersonal situations constructively (Barry, Clarke, & Dowling, 2017). The 

promotion of teachers' well-being by school principals plays an important role in 

enabling teachers to engage in their work effectively (Brotheridge & Lee, 2008), 

with higher levels of confidence and commitment (Anari, 2011), as well as 

assisting them in coping with stress. Elevated well-being also increases job 

satisfaction, productivity and successful outcomes at school (Durlak, Wiesberg, 

Dymnici, Tailore E Schellinger, 2011). It reduces absenteeism due to stress-related 

illnesses, saves money, and presents a more positive image of the profession. It 

also improves retention of staff and facilitates their recruitment (Jepson & Forrest, 

2006).  

In the past there were recommendations to reduce stress through varied means 

such as:  role rotation, changes in the subject-matter to be taught (Friedman& 

Kampar, 1994), use of techniques such as time managements or psychological tips 

that can assist teachers in learning how to deal with stress. Important as these 

methods were, proof of their efficiency is still rare (Schnider Levi, 2016). Well-

being was found to be negatively associated with work-family conflict and burnout 

(Hung, Li, Fang & Tang, 2019). So, reducing teachers' stress by promoting their 

well-being is of utmost importance (Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). Teachers' 

emotional well-being in school promotes the development of five interrelated sets 

of cognitive, and behavioral competencies: Self-awareness, self-management, 

social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (Durlak et 

al., 2015). These competencies were understood by Goleman et al. (2004) as 

emotional intelligence (EI) competencies.  

 

Emotional Intelligence 

 

Emotional intelligence (EI) has varied definitions. The term was coined by 

Salovey & Mayer who defined EI as ―relevant to the accurate appraisal and 

expression of emotion in oneself and in others, the effective regulation of emotion 

in self and others, and the use of feeling to motivate, plan, and achieve in one‘s 

life‖ (Salovey and Mayer, 1990, p. 185). Based on the theory that cognitive 

capabilities are influenced by emotions (Gorge, 2000), Salovey and Mayer claim 

that emotions and feelings work together. EI is also evident in leadership 

competencies of primal leaders who excel in the art of relationships, and there are 
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many evident ratings the leadership effectiveness through EI (Keer, Garvin, 

Heaton & Boyle, 2005). 

Goleman et al. (2004) have defined leadership in interpersonal terms and 

argued that the best focal point for contemplating it is through a set of social skills 

which can be organized in four clusters and 18 sub-scales: (1) Self-awareness 

which consists of three sub-scales: self-awareness, accurate self-assessment, and 

self-confidence; (2) Self-management which consists of six sub-scales: self-

control, transparency, adaptability, achievement, initiative and optimism; (3) Social 

awareness with three sub-competencies: empathy, organizational awareness and 

service orientation; (4) Relationship-management with five sub-competencies: 

inspiration, influence, developing others, change catalyst, conflict management, 

and ability to participate in teamwork and collaboration. Leaders who present 

these characteristics are able to generate an atmosphere of friendly collegiality and 

constitute models inspiring respect, helpfulness and cooperation. They draw others 

into active enthusiastic commitment to the collective effort and build spirit and 

identity.  

All emotional competencies involve some degree of skill in the realm of 

feelings (Goleman et al., 2004). Emotions are part of each of us and they affect our 

every conversation, activity and decision (Bradbarry& Greaves, 2005). They play 

a critical role in developing and maintaining social relationships. While intellectual 

capability is the pre-eminent predictor for individual work performance, group 

performance is more dependent on emotional competencies than on intellectual 

ones (Ashkanazy & Dorris, 2017).  

 

The Emotional Role of the School Principal  

 

Schools are emotional institutions, and emotions play an integral part in most 

of the processes occurring at school such as teaching, learning and managing 

(James & Vince, 2001). However, most principals give priority to administrative 

work (Grissom, Loeb & Mitani, 2013) over the interpersonal aspect of school life 

(Harris, 2002). Recently there is growing recognition of the emotional role of 

leaders, and of its effect on followers‘ behavior (Ashkanasy & Dorris, 2017). 

School principals are expected to nurture positive relationships as well as 

managing their own emotions and those of their employees (Brotheridge & Lee, 

2008). They are also expected to develop sensitivity to the emotional side of 

school management (Fullan, 1998). Part of nurturing positive emotions is done by 

being emotionally expressive. School principals who are more emotionally 

expressive are more charismatic, more likely to generate a positive emotional 

climate, and better at understanding others' emotions (Oplatka, 2011; Riggio, 

2007). Understanding emotions can make people more satisfied, more socially 

engaged and more productive. Happier people have more social contacts. They 

give and receive emotional support, which are associated with relatively high 

levels of psychological well-being (Huppert, 2009). Emotional climate at school 

includes also emotional vocabulary utilization and has a positive effect on 

emotional regulation (Berkovich & Eyal, 2016; Clark, Hype-Hailey & Kellinher, 

2007). It tends to stimulate positive emotions in followers (Bass & Avolio, 1994) 
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and has beneficial effects on the way people perceive and interpret social behavior, 

as well as on how they initiate social interaction. According to Forgas (2006), 

people experiencing positive emotions evaluate themselves and others more 

positively, are more lenient, more confident, more optimistic and more generous in 

interpersonal situations. Positive emotions also motivate followers to transcend 

their own personal goals for the interests of the students in the school (Begley & 

Stefkovich, 2007). 

Thus, we believe that promoting teachers‘ well-being through developing 

dimensions of EI can help them to reduce their stress levels or at least to balance 

stress and bring it to a somewhat normal level. Emotional and social aspects of 

leaders‘ behavior might be crucial for individuals to thrive under conditions of 

moderate levels of emotional exhaustion (Niessen et al., 2017). They have an 

indirect effect on teachers‘ emotional reframing of various situations and were also 

found to provide emotional support to teachers as they enable them to reduce 

stress which they experience at work (Berkovich & Eyal, 2017). 

 

 

Methodology 

 

This qualitative research comprises a personal interpretive paradigm of 

teachers‘ reflections on the role of principals in promoting teachers' well-being in 

Israel. The value of self-reflection contains experience, cognition and self-

understanding, which involve emotions. "No laws, structures or mechanisms offer 

higher explanatory principles or greater predictive power than self-interpretations" 

(Crotty 2003, p. 60). The present study is designed to provide teachers' rich textual 

self-descriptions in order to learn more about how they perceive the role of school 

principals in contributing to teachers' well-being. Maximizing the depth and 

richness of the data and enlarging the sampling can provide us with a broader 

perspective (Merriam, 2009).  

Participants – The 53 participants were Israeli school teachers who are 

studying for MA degrees in educational leadership as a prerequisite for being 

accepted to Avney Rosha, the Israeli Institute for School Leadership. All of these 

teachers are currently teaching in the public education system and studying at two 

big colleges in central Israel. Among participants there were 41 Jews and 12 

Muslims, 7 of whom were males and 46 who were females, with at least three 

years of teaching experience. We are seeking to develop new knowledge derived 

from teachers‘ perceptions, rather than from school principals, because they are 

the firsthand sources for this knowledge. As aforementioned, they are those who 

stand in the front line to deal with the stressful day-to-day school life, and they 

know better than anyone else what is good for them, what they need and what they 

expect from their school principal in order to do a better job.  

Data gathering–For one of the assignments in the educational leadership 

course, participants were asked to write self-reflections about their perception of 

school principals in promoting teachers' well-being. They were asked to describe 

their perceptions in rich detail, to explain why and how they developed them, and 

to bring varied examples of their own and their colleagues' experiences in different 
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work situations. Participants used a questionnaire guide which instructed them to 

focus on key questions and sub-questions in order to elaborate on their ideas 

(Merrian, 2009). Participants had three months to pay attention to and follow up 

on situations that came up at school between them or their colleague and the 

school principal. The goal was to discover situations that promote well-being, to 

describe them in writing, and finally to formulate them into a self-report. All 

students submitted self-reports with their own perceptions. We informed them that 

we would use their insights and reflections for research purposes only. In order to 

maintain confidentiality, their names were changed to pseudonyms. 

Data analysis – We translated the data from Hebrew to English and analyzed 

it in a four-stage process: condensing, coding, categorizing and theorizing. The 

coding guided us to identify ideas or thematic frameworks from the text which 

were derived from teachers in order to discover useful information. This 

information was sorted into meaning units that categorized and classified the 

material according to the features it represented. In order to construct new 

knowledge from teachers‘ perceptions about the role of school principals in 

promoting teachers‘ well-being, we took the themes that teachers attributed to 

school principals as imperative for promoting teachers' well-being, and classified 

them according to the meaning that Goleman et al. (2004) constructed and 

described for EI as a primal leadership competence.  

 

 

Results 

 

According to perceptions who articulated their thoughts in self-reports, school 

principals have an important role in promoting teachers‘ well-being. Thirty 

teachers out of 53 participants, opined that the role of school principals contains 

emotional components and 12 argued that emotions, either negative or positive, 

are contagious. They argued that school principals have to master and demonstrate 

47 behaviors, most of which are part of the EI construct formulated by Goleman et 

al. (2004) as leadership competencies of ―Primal Leadership‖. These EI construct 

is organized with primary titles, categorized into four clusters: self-awareness, self-

management, social awareness and relationship management, and 18 subtitles (pp. 

253-256). The authors of this study organized the clusters and competences in a 

table and embedded in it statements or behaviors that evolved from the self-

reports, which the participants related to school principal as promoting teachers' 

well-being. The number next to each statement notes how many teachers opined it. 
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Table 1. School Principals' Behavior that Creates Well-Being 
Relationship 

Management 

Social 

Awareness 

Self-Management Self-Awareness 

Inspiration 

Role model - 12 
Empathy 

1. Listener -27 

2. Empathy - 8 

3. Inclusion - 11 

4. Respect others 

- 6 

5. Sensitive - 2 

6. Keep equality 

and justice - 6 

Self-Control 

1. Restraint - 1 
2. Humor - 2 

3. Authoritative - 1 

4. Patience - 2 

5. Being calm - 1 

Emotional Self-

awareness 
Guiding values - 4 

Influence 
1. Delegate Authority - 

11 

 

See others positively & 

believe in teachers‘ ability 

& motivation - 31 

Organizational 

Awareness 

1. Freedom of 

expression - 17 
2. Bestow 

confidence and 

stay calm - 4 

Transparency 

 

1. Transparency - 2 

Accurate Self- 

Assessment 

 

1. Fair and reliable - 5 
2. Responsible - 1 

Developing Others 

1. Constructive feedback -

19 
2. Reinforce & appreciate 

teachers work & 

cultivate teachers' 

ability -46 

3. Encourage Learning -16 

Service 

1. Protective, 

caring and 

treating fairly - 

38 
2. Help, support 

backup 

teachers - 27 

3. Available, 

presence 

accessible - 8 

4. Attune 

teachers' needs 

& assuring 

having 

resources - 17 

Adaptability Self-Confidence 
1. Affable - 4 

2. Patient - 2 

3. Self-

confidence - 1 

 

Change Catalyst 
1. Overcome barrier & 

solve problems - 7 

 Achievement 

Achievers - 1 
Life Long learner - 

14 

 

Conflict Management 
1. Understand others - 5 
2. Shared decision-

making 13 

3. Create borders & 

authoritative - 4 

 Initiative 
1. Create challenges 

and renewing - 6 

 

Teamwork and 

Collaboration 
1. Good relationships - 

20 
2. Democrat & bestow 

autonomy - 22 

3. Generate positive 

atmosphere & keep 

relationship on right 

track - 39 

 Optimism 
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4. Comfortable with 

principal - 9 

5. Involved - 5 

6. Develop sense of 

belonging - 12 

7. collaboration 

teamwork & team 

consolidation - 26 

8. Foster emotional 

climate - 32 

9. Prevent stress and 

pressure - 11 

10. Prevent criticism and 

competition - 16. 

 

The table is based on the Golman, Boyatzis and McKEE (2004, pp. 253 - 

256) emotional intelligence - leadership competence that was organized by the 

authors in a chart with primary and secondary titles. Under each title, are 

embedded competences that teachers attributed to school principals as promoters 

of well-being. The number of teachers who believe that this competence is 

important to promote well-being is included.  

Table 1 demonstrates the teachers‘ self-reports articulating their answers 

about the imperative behaviors of school principals for promoting teachers' well-

being. The teachers wrote 575 statements describing school principals‘ expected 

behaviors. These statements were divided by the authors into 47 sub-titles of 

Goleman et al. (2004). As can be seen from Table 1, the largest number of self-

reports that teachers noted as important falls into the cluster of relationship 

management which contains 356 statements. The second-highest number of 

teachers' statements related to school principals‘ behaviors that express the social 

awareness cluster, with 171 statements. The third-highest number of teachers' 

statements related to school principals‘ behaviors from the self-management 

cluster with 31 statements. The least behaviors that school teachers relate to 

principals belong to the self-awareness cluster with 17 statements. Although the 

voice of each individual teacher is important, we will focus only on competencies 

mentioned by at least 15 or more teachers, such as social awareness and 

relationship management.  

 

Promoting Well-being through Social Awareness  

 

The social awareness cluster contains the ability to be empathetic and to have 

organizational awareness and a service orientation. There were 60 statements 

found in the self-reports advocating for the importance of being empathetic: The 

importance of being a good listener, which is an expression of empathy, was 

advocated by 27 teachers. For example, Mary, Shellie and Lev claimed that for a 

principal to be a good listener is important, and Avi added: "Principals must listen 

to teachers and students in school and care about them."  

Twenty-one teachers talked about the importance of being organizationally-

aware, and 17 teachers talked about principals who allow freedom of expression 

which is a part of organizational awareness: Ronnie said, "Being able to have an 
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open conversation, allow teachers to talk openly about everything, without 

criticizing them..." Nava added, "There is a need to develop a culture of dialogue… 

to encourage open discussions among teachers." Rosa posited: "Freedom of 

expression can create cohesion among everyone and lead to good decision-

making." 

A school principal who is service-oriented was recommended by 19 teachers. 

Thirty-eight teachers felt that protecting followers, caring about them and treating 

them fairly, which all belong to the category of being service-oriented, are 

important: Bar said: "Being an attentive listener and a caring principal is 

important." Weiss argued that he would like to work with a principal who is 

"supportive, human and liberal"; and Robby said that principals should "make it 

known to teachers that their decisions will be supported.‖ Seventeen teachers felt 

that principals' being attuned to teachers' needs and assuring that they have all the 

resources they need to perform their jobs properly are significant factors. Ayala 

related: "The principal's role is to take care of teachers' needs… and assure that 

they feel comfortable." Dana added that principals "need to take care of 

professional and personal needs." Shellie expected school principals to understand 

that "if I can't come to school one day, that means that I have a problem and I am 

not trying to avoid coming to work." 

 

Promoting Well-being through Relationship Management 

 

The main competencies that teachers viewed as essential for promoting 

teachers' well-being belonged to the cluster of relationship management. In this 

cluster, there were 356 statements. Thirty-one teachers talked about viewing 

teachers positively, motivating them, and believing in their abilities as important 

for promoting their well-being; According to Merry, ―principals should develop 

competencies and believe in workers' abilities." Nava said: "Principals have to 

believe in teachers' professional ability" and Rosa said, "A good principal is one 

who can motivate teachers." 

Developing others is also a competency that belongs to the relationship 

management cluster. According to 19 teachers, one of the ways to help teachers 

grow is by offering them constructive and professional feedback. Tal warns against 

"giving thoughtless feedback" because it "hurts and creates negative emotions." 

Another 46 statements reflected the importance of appreciating teachers' work and 

nurturing their abilities. For example, Chava said, "Teachers have to feel that their 

work is appreciated." Shira added: "I need to feel appreciated and to hear a good 

word about my work", and Rosa posited that "Good principals should express 

supportive feedback and provide recognition for good work". Both Avi and Yafit 

confirmed that they too believe that "Principals have to believe in teachers‘' 

capabilities". Another way to promote teachers' well-being is through encouraging 

the staff's learning and development: Sara commented: "Learning from others and 

from their successes is helpful." Also, Shai talked about the importance of "peer 

learning", and Sam mentioned holding "workshops and training sessions".  

Teamwork and collaboration are the most significant components 

demonstrating the mastering of EI and they were mentioned by teachers as 
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promoting their well-being. Twenty teachers talked about the importance of 

having good relationships with other teachers and school workers:  Edi said, 

"School principals must recognize the importance of good relationships with 

teachers as an important basis for improving teacher-student relationships and as a 

key factor for improving teaching and learning." Mary adds that "Teachers 

generate positive feelings when they are treated warmly by the school principal, 

and Avi argued that principals must treat teachers "with sensitivity, and maintain 

good relationships […] for improving motivation. Twenty-two teachers claimed 

that teamwork and collaboration are possible only when a democratic atmosphere 

exists at school and teachers have autonomy at work. Chen and Gila argue that 

school principals cannot be dictators. As for autonomy, Dana claimed, "Principals 

who give teachers full autonomy and trust empower them". According to Dekel, 

"Principals who encourage autonomy and freedom pave the way to good school 

citizenship".    

Generating a positive atmosphere and keeping relationships on a positive 

track was said to be important by 39 teachers. Twenty-six teachers claimed that 

collaboration, teamwork and team cohesion are important. According to Miri: 

"Team cohesion is the school principal's responsibility. It strengthens the teachers' 

sense of belonging which is so important." Lev spoke about how "cohesion helps 

in developing an atmosphere of cooperation and team work", Avi added, "Team 

cohesion can create a sense of self-worth and autonomy". An additional way to 

develop teamwork and collaboration, through fostering a positive emotional 

climate, as was reported by32 teachers, who also explained that school principals 

should recognize emotions, influence the school's emotional climate, and make 

time for discussing emotions. According to Edi, principals should "use emotional 

language and allow people to talk about their feelings". Shira said that principals 

must be able to "recognize workers' emotions and encourage talking about 

emotional situations". Yael added: "School principals have to create times for 

emotional discussion, to exchange emotional experiences, and to be able to 

ventilate emotions in open conversation". Sixteen teachers emphasized the 

importance of preventing criticism and competition.  

 

Promoting Well-being through Professionalism 

 

Apart from the attributes which teachers related to EI as promoting well-

being, there where additional reflections and thoughts of 15 teachers who used the 

term ―being professional‖ as a factor for promoting well-being. For example, 

Chen, Zahava and Yafit talked about the importance of having a principal with 

good organizational capabilities. Chen said: "Personal, organizational and authentic 

skills help principals to lead the school responsibly". Josef fondly speaks about 

―principals who are perceived as experts, consistent, and authentic" and Merry 

asserts that being professional means ―knowing how to set goals and objectives, to 

follow through until results are seen, to promote excellent teachers and create a 

positive feeling". 

Another aspect of being professional is the ability to create a professional 

organizational culture. According to Dekel, "Organizational culture is very 
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important and is characterized by work processes, work relations among 

colleagues, and teaching and learning processes." Dor speaks of "developing 

norms at school to balance emotions [...] it improves our work and prevents 

burnout". "A stable and strong working culture will not breakdown the school 

when a principal leaves work", says Miri. According to Yaffa, "principals should 

be involved in what goes on at school and not isolate themselves. Personal 

involvement means to come into classrooms and see first-hand what the challenges 

are and how teachers handle them".  

 

 

Discussion 

 

In this study we aimed to construct new knowledge from Israeli teachers‘ self-

reports regarding the way they perceive the role of school principals as promoting 

teachers' well-being. Results indicated that school principals play a crucial role in 

promoting teachers' well-being, as confirmed also by Brotheridge & Lee (2008). 

Teachers‘ work is considered very stressful (Oplatka, 2017) not only in Israel 

but also in many places in the world. School life in general can be very stressful 

(Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). Stress has been found to negatively affect the well-

being of individuals and of organizations (O'Driscoll & Cooper, 1996), while well-

being has been found to help individuals to cope with stress. As well-being is a 

combination of feeling good and functioning effectively (Hupper, 2009), school 

teachers need it, and the principal is a central personality at school who has a great 

deal of influence on teachers' well-being (Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). The 

principal can diminish stress and increase well-being, or vice versa. The planned 

theory assumed that human behavior is a result of cognitive processes, and the 

central factor in this theory is the ―individual’s intention to perform a given 

behavior that influences a behavior‖ (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p.181). According 

to this theory, the way school principals perceive their role is connected to their 

attitude, and these connections will affect their behavior. A negative attitude on the 

part of school principals toward teachers can lead them to negative feelings and to 

functioning in a way that will create stress (Anary, 2011). On the other hand, a 

positive outlook will lead to a positive attitude promoting positive behavior. 

Authentic leadership stems from a more positive psychology of leadership 

(Seligman, 2002). It consists of integrity and a caring and ethical attitude toward 

followers (Avolio & Luthans, 2006). Authentic leadership results in greater self-

awareness and self-regulated positive behavior on the part of leaders and associates, 

fostering positive self-development (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). These behaviors 

recognized by Goleman et al. (2004, p. 250) as EI, can make leaders highly 

effective. As mentioned above, EI contains four clusters which rely on each other. 

Self-awareness is the basic cluster and after mastering it one can go on to master 

self-management, following which one can proceed to master the second and third 

clusters, finally reaching the fourth cluster – relationships management –which is 

the highest level of EI. Most of the teachers‘ self-reports as to behaviors promoting 

well-being related to the relationship management cluster, with 356 statements that 

comprise all the competencies belonging to this cluster. In the second place were 
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the social awareness competencies, the third cluster, with 171 statements that 

comprise all the competencies belonging to this cluster (Goleman et al., 2004). 

 

Emotional Intelligence Endorses Well-being 

 

Principals perceptions, attitudes and behaviors reflect their relationship 

management in their organization. Generating a positive atmosphere, keeping 

relationships on the right track and preserving an emotionally-healthy school 

climate all affect teachers' feelings, functioning, and general quality of life, thus 

promoting their well-being (Barry et al., 2017). School principals' emotions are 

reflected in the teachers' emotions like in a sort of ―emotional tango" between two 

partners. There is a ―ripple effect‖ of principals‘ emotions on teachers, and they 

respond accordingly (Goleman, 2006, p. 136). People respond to negative 

emotions more strongly than to positive ones, so when principals demonstrate a 

pleasant attitude, teachers respond positively (Sunindijo, Hardikusumo & 

Oguniana, 2007).  

EI is about knowing how to manage emotions effectively, allowing people to 

work together toward common goals. There are two patterns of leadership: 

resonance and dissonance leadership. Resonance leadership occurs when a leader 

demonstrates a positive emotional mindset, which brings out the best in people. In 

dissonance leadership, the opposite occurs, undermining the emotional foundations 

of the organization. A negative emotion of the principal creates a ripple effect on 

the teachers and can go as far as affecting the students negatively (Goleman, 

2006). Thus, EI is important for improving the well-being of both teachers and 

students, enhancing their social skills and improving achievements (Ciarrochi & 

Mayer, 2007). 

 

Fostering Emotional Climate Improves School’s Atmosphere 

 

Fostering emotional climate produces a positive atmosphere that keeps 

relationships on the right track. A positive emotional climate is based on a rich 

emotional vocabulary that helps us to understand other people's emotions and 

improve communication (Barry et al., 2017; Bracket & Katulack, 2007). School 

principals who are more emotionally expressive are more charismatic and more 

likely to generate a positive emotional climate in the school (Riggio, 2007). 

Maintaining a positive emotional climate improves mood and health, which also 

strengthen the immune system (Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan, & Tugade, 

2000). Such a positive atmosphere improves critical thinking, creative writing and 

problem-solving skills, and is extremely important in optimizing effectiveness in 

multiple domains (Bracket & Katulack, 2007).  

A positive emotional climate allows people to discuss even the most sensitive 

topics openly with others and with their superiors, and in the school context – with 

the school principal. Fostering a positive emotional climate promotes teamwork in 

the organization and satisfies employees' basic need to be involved and committed 

to their work (Northouse, 2004). "Good communication is an art… Business 

climate… matters more than ever… [it is] a key factor for enhancing good 
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relationships, creating an atmosphere of openness and collaboration, and all of 

these are products of EI" (Goleman, 2006, p. 9). According to Fullan (2001, p. 51) 

"If moral purpose is job one, relationships are job two, as you cannot get anywhere 

without them.‖ The ability to understand the triggers of emotions and to 

communicate them is essential to the success of all professional and personal 

relationships (Ciarrochi & Mayer, 2007). According to Sunindijio et al. (2007), 

88% of project managers spend more than half of their working time interacting 

with others. Thus, their study concludes: Open communication is a key factor in 

organizational success as it opens up the possibility of getting the best from 

people. Creating a positive emotional climate means that leaders care for followers, 

protect them and treat them fairly. It is a product of how well one understands 

people and is attuned to their needs (Bradberry & Greaves, 2005). 

 

Being attuned to Teachers' needs 

 

School principals who are attuned to teachers' needs contribute positively to 

the emotional climate of the school as a whole. Teachers' needs encompass a wide 

range of emotions – both professional and personal. Sometimes listening to a 

teacher can enhance the emotional climate in the school and create an environment 

that fosters care and attention (Barcket & Katulak, 2007). Todd (2003) defined 

listening as a mode of rationality, which creates the possibility of being open to 

change and to learning from others. By listening attentively, one can hear more 

than is being said. This kind of listening is more than a regular dialogue. It enables 

us to learn from others and to be transformed by this learning. Active listening to 

subtle communication is a manifestation of being empathetic, which is an integral 

part of the emotional climate created characteristic of an EI atmosphere (Barcket 

& Katulak, 2007). Empathy is our social radar and being empathetic means having 

the ability to sense and understand what others feel without them having to express 

their feelings in words, and taking an active interest in their concerns (Goleman, 

2006). Covey (2004) explains that whenever we attempt to serve human needs, 

our relationships improve and deepen.   

Teachers' needs are varied and can be pedagogical, technical or personal. 

Crises at home can easily affect performance at school as recalled by one of the 

teachers. She recounted a crisis of a homeroom third-grade teacher who had 37 

students in her class: ―One day two students ran to the principal in the middle of a 

lesson, telling her that their teacher was crying in class. The principal discovered 

that the teacher's husband had recently left her. She had no money for 

psychological assistance and no family to help her, and she was alone with two 

young children. The principal decided to offer her help from the school 

psychologist, although the responsibility of the school psychologist is primarily 

toward the students, or toward teachers in the context of helping them cope more 

effectively with students. This particular principal understood that by assisting the 

teacher, she was also helping 37 students and preventing a crisis at school with the 

students' parents and with the school board in the middle of the year‖.   

Another example relates to a new law that was recently been passed in Israel, 

allowing students with special needs to attend regular classes instead of learning in 
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special education classes, and not having special assistance during all school 

hours. One of the teachers described her frustration at not being able to teach, after 

investing long hours of preparation in a special lesson aimed at arousing her 

students' interest and curiosity, because of an unexpected situation with a special-

needs student in her class. She described her students' and her own frustration at 

not being assisted by anyone at the school, which to her felt like a situation that 

could totally diminish her well-being. Another example related to a technical 

problem that a teacher had with a computer projector which stopped working. 

These situations were all frustrating and stressful for teachers and students alike, 

and an ounce of help at the right moment could have reduced their frustration. 

Another issue that school principals must be aware of is the conflict between 

home and school demands. A recent study published in Israel on the conflict 

between school and home demands (Buskila & Chen Levi, 2020) has shown that 

teachers who feel that their school principals are attuned to their needs and care to 

prevent this situation will get much more from teachers, which will in turn benefit 

the school. Being attuned to teachers' needs reduces pressure, stress and chaos, and 

results in improved teacher well-being, which enables students to benefit from a 

relaxed teacher. People who are threatened or uncertain physically, socially or 

emotionally are unlikely to be able to participate fully in learning or working 

processes (Allen & Cohen, 2006). Physical needs range from having an orderly 

and clean space in which one can work, and feeling safe, i.e., unthreatened by any 

form of bodily harm both at school and in the community. Thus, creating an 

emotional climate that enables teachers not to feel alone with their problems is 

valuable. Sometimes the solution for a certain problem may come from another 

teacher with a helpful idea; sometimes providing a substitute teacher to replace a 

tired teacher in the classroom, or talking things over to clarify a misunderstanding, 

or just allowing a teacher to rest and calm down – prove to be significantly helpful. 

 

Practical and Theoretical Implications 

 

The Israeli education system is stressful for many reasons, including large 

class sizes, up to as many as 40 students per class. Recent reforms have created 

greater accountability but have also added a huge bureaucratic burden of forms to 

be filled out by teachers. This situation has had negative consequences for both 

teachers and principals (Berkovich & Eyal, 2016; Schechter, 2015). It is thus 

advisable for school principals to be more aware of the fact that teachers' well-

being fosters professional effectiveness, helping individuals to cope with stress, 

work productively, and contribute to the school and to the community. School 

principals will do well to grow more aware of the significance of EI, which can 

make them more highly effective as leaders and assist them in promoting teachers' 

well-being (Barry et al., 2017; Goleman et al., 2004). Moreover, if school 

principals and policy-makers try to diminish teachers' stress and provide them with 

more assistance, they will most likely promote their well-being. Universities, 

colleges and staff development trainers may benefit from including EI curriculum 

and well-being curriculum in educational leaders' training. 
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Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Further Research  

 

The small size of our sample – 53 participants – may be one of the limitations 

of this study. A small sample can affect the feasibility of generalizing findings 

(Crotty, 2005). There is an inherent challenge in conducting research on a broad 

topic such as teachers' perceptions about their own well-being. Another limitation 

pertains to the fact that the research has been done in Israel and therefore its results 

may have been affected by the Israeli culture, including its organizational and 

managerial characteristics. Additional implications are related to the fact that the 

self-reports have been given by teachers from public schools, thus our findings and 

results may not be relevant to private schools or to other sorts of schools with 

different cultures and ideologies in Israel.  

This study illustrates the need for further research concerning the promotion 

of teachers' well-being by school principals from the school principals' viewpoint. 

Similar cross-cultural studies from other countries should address this theme in 

order to provide a cross-cultural perspective. 
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The purpose of this study was to evaluate the educational process of students in 

terms of fundamental principles and approaches based on the constructivist 

approach in Turkey. In this study, which was carried out using quantitative 

methods, the internal consistency coefficient of the scale developed was 

estimated to be high. Cronbach's alpha values ranged between α= .86 (teaching 

process), and α= .69 (gains), and the alpha value for the total scale was calculated 

as α= .75. The population of the research comprised students continuing their 

education in three public and three private science high schools in Istanbul. The 

initial number of items in the student scale was 25. As a result of the pilot test, 

the student scale was reduced to 19 Items. In the exploratory factor analysis of 

the scale used in this study 5 factors emerged. 

 

Keywords: constructivist, educational process, evaluation, high school, science, 

scale development. 

 

 

Introduction  

 

Although Turkey has used the constructivist approach in the development of 

its curriculum since 2005, the last place finish among 34-member countries of 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in the field of 

education shows that Turkey is facing a severe problem. Many studies have found 

that the Turkish Education System still faces acute issues in terms of its curricula 

and the desired results for education have not been achieved (Aslan & Aydin, 

2013). Güneş and Baki (2011) used the case study method and suggested that 

many factors prevented achieving the desired results in the teaching-learning 

process. In their research, they stated that a lack of infrastructure, crowded 

classrooms, and the inadequacy of teaching hours prevented the utilization of the 

teaching process according to the constructivist approach principles. 

Therefore, today, the Turkish Education System needs to solve the problems 

related to the implementation of the constructivist approach forming the basis of 

the current teaching processes. To do so, a determination of why the desired gains 

cannot be achieved and which factors prevent their achievement is required. 

Turkey has been interested in the changes and developments observed at the 

global level, and the educational structure is being restructured in the light of these 

and shortcomings are being determined, and attempts are being made to correct 
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them. The changes observed in Turkey's population structure, family characteristics, 

social structure, consumption methods, and political, social, scientific and 

technological structure have forced the structure of the education system to 

change, as well. As a result, drastic changes in the educational system and the need 

for Turkey to align with global developments are necessary (MOE, 2005). Thus, 

the new Turkish curriculum has been tried to meet these needs. At this point, 

educational philosophies, teaching theories, contemporary teaching principles, 

common targeted skills, and intermediary disciplines that are considered necessary 

have been utilized. 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate Turkish education system, to 

determine the attitudes towards the constructivist approach in the context of the 

data, to examine the teaching process based on the constructivist approach 

according to the emerging learning products, to reveal how the science high school 

curriculum is evaluated in line with the views of students, to determine the 

deficiencies and mistakes in the teaching process, and to contribute to the 

formation of a better teaching-and-learning process. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Sönmez (2008) emphasized that the constructivist approach stemmed from 

Dewey's philosophical understanding and educational views, Piaget and 

Vygotsky‘s views on human biological characteristics, cultural structures, social 

context and linguistic development, and Bruner and Aulowerel‘s ideas about 

learning. Dewey (1939) rejected the invariance and objectivity of knowledge and 

stated that undertaking research and investigation was necessary. He also 

dismissed the role-learning based education system and noted that education 

should be seen as life itself, not as preparation for life. Dewey expressed critical 

opinions in determining the basic principles of constructivism (Colburn, 2000; 

Hall & Quinn, 2014; Mahoney, 2004). 

The constructivist approach accepts aspects of learning (rather than its being 

taught), learner autonomy, experiences in learning, primary sources of information, 

the necessity of the fact that knowledge should be seen as a process of meaning 

formation and the fact that knowledge does not depend on objective reality 

(Aydin, 2014; Driscoll, 2000). In addition, this learning theory is based on 

supporting the natural curiosity of humans and a consideration of how learning is 

done, that the context is a determinant in learning and that the participation of the 

students under teacher guidance is meaningful (Glasersfeld, 1989; Huang, Rauch, 

& Liaw, 2010; Piaget, 1964; Vygotsky, 1997). In light of these considerations, the 

constructivist approach considers individual experiences, context, subjective 

values, and facilitator role of teachers is vital. 

Similarly, Kaptan and Korkmaz (2001) emphasized that learning should be 

seen as a process in which experimental, subjective, and individual efforts are 

carried out. In terms of constructivism, Fer and Cırık (2007) said that, in general, 

learning theory explains how an individual structures information in his/her 

learning process, what activities are performed in this structuring process and what 
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factors affect this structuring process. As Akınoğlu (2003) stated, knowledge is 

internalized by an individual's attribution of meaning to knowledge in a unique 

way based on his/her experiences, observations, and logical analyzes. Parallel to 

these opinions regarding the position and role of the student in the learning 

process, Asan and Güneş (2000) argued that students should be given opportunities 

to participate in activities, to ask questions about a problem and to achieve the 

results by utilizing student-centred activities. 

Thanasoulas (2002) emphasized that, in constructivism, students carry out and 

acquire new learning by combining new acquisitions with what they hear, read, 

and see based on individual experiences. According to Woofter (2019), and 

Halpern (2017) students should be allowed to reveal their potential by enabling 

them to bear the responsibility of learning through concrete experiences and 

should be encouraged at the point of self-control. In addition, Açıkgöz (2009) 

stated that teachers should have positive and real expectations of students. Because 

the characteristics of students greatly influence the expectations of teachers, 

teachers should provide the opportunity for the development of student self-

confidence and belief in success. The constructivist approach seeks to offer 

approaches that will provide opportunities for students to meet expectations, to be 

motivated, and to increase their interest in internal dimensions will play a critical 

role in achieving educational goals and creating an efficient process (Aslan & 

Aydin, 2015; 2016; Lapaglia, 2018). 

This study was designed to develop a scale to evaluate the teaching process in 

science high schools in terms of the basic principles and values of the constructivist 

approach. Answers for the following questions were sought to achieve this 

objective. 
 

1. What are the results of the exploratory factor analysis of the Scale for 

Evaluation of Teaching Process in Science High Schools in terms of the 

constructivist approach? 

2. What are the results of the reliability test for the Scale for Evaluation of 

Teaching Process in Science High Schools in terms of constructivist 

approach? 

3. What are the common load values of all items in the Scale for Evaluation 

of Teaching Process in Science High Schools in terms of the constructivist 

approach? 

 

 

Method 

 

This study used a quantitative method. According to Yıldırım and Şimşek 

(2008), reality is based on objective data in quantitative research. The main 

objective in the quantitative process is to provide an opportunity to present results 

with quantitative data through the measurement of variables and correlations.  

The objective of this current study was to evaluate the teaching-learning 

process in science high schools in terms of constructivist approach with a 5-point 

Likert-type scale for statements that the researcher prepared. A scale comprising 
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25 statements was developed to determine the opinions of students. In this process, 

faculty members who were experts in their fields were asked to examine the items 

mentioned in the scale to determine if they were in accordance with the underlying 

philosophy and logic of the constructivist approach and whether students could 

easily understand them considering the readiness and perception levels of the 

target audience. After this review, the necessary changes were made.  

After the necessary permission was received from the Directorate of National 

Education, a pilot study was conducted among 255 students in public and private 

science high schools in Istanbul in the fall semester of 2014-2015. The 5-point 

Likert type utilized had possible responses ranging from Strongly Disagree (1), 

Disagree (2), Partially Agree (3), Agree (4), to Strongly Agree (5). An exploratory 

factor analysis was conducted to the factor structure of the scale, which resulted in 

5 factors in the student survey after the pilot study was conducted. 
 

 

Participants and Sampling 

 

The sample for this study was selected from three public science high schools 

(F1, F2, F3) and three private science high schools (ÖF1, ÖF2, ÖF3) and a 

questionnaire was designed for the students in these high schools. Within the 

scope of this research, "A Scale for Determining the Views of Science High 

School Students on Constructivist Approach" was prepared for quantitative 

research and applied to the selected public and private science high schools in 

Istanbul. Necessary appointments were made from the science high schools and 

receipts of permission were presented to the school administrators. In this study, 

sampling was conducted through Simple Random Sampling. Büyüköztürk (2012) 

explained that the simple random sampling method was the random selection of 

sampling units of the population to be examined regardless of any preconditions. 

The population of this research comprised students in the selected public and 

private science high schools operating under the Turkish National Education 

system. The sample of the pilot study included students in the public and private 

science high schools in Istanbul province, and the response rate was 87%. 

The frequency and percentage values of the student dimension related to the 

pilot scheme are given in Table 1 and Table 2. 
 

Table 1. Frequency and Percentage Values for Gender  

Group f Valid % Cum. % 

Female 51 20 20 

Male 204 80 100 

Total 255 100  
 

As seen in Table 1, 51 (20%) of the students in the sample group were female, 

and 204 (80%) were male. 
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Table 2. Frequency and Percentage Values for Grade Level 

Group f Valid % Cum. % 

10
th
 Grade 105 41.18 41,18 

11
th
 Grade 84 32.94 74,12 

12
th
 Grade 66 25.88 100 

Total 255 100  

 

As can be seen in Table 2, 105 (41.18%) of the students in the sample group 

were 10
th

 graders; 84 (32.94%) were 11
th 

graders; and 66 (25.88%) were 12
th

 

graders. Because the pilot project was carried out in October of 2015 9th 

graders were not included because they could not fully comprehend the scale 

for the teaching process because they were new to their schools. 
 

Data Collection Tools 
 

In this study, data were obtained through a questionnaire. According to Aydin 

(2019), a measurement tool is valid only to the extent to which it can measure 

what it is intended to measure. Thus, a measurement tool should be on a single 

question basis and in a structure suitable for it as a whole. To achieve the objective 

of this study, a literature search about constructivist teaching theory was 

performed, and similar searches were conducted in the context of problems and 

sub-problems. Also, the opinions of three experts in the field of constructivist 

learning theory and educational programs and teaching were sought. Additionally, 

seven people who were continuing their doctoral studies in the field of educational 

sciences were asked to evaluate the scale.  

The scale for determining the opinions of science high school students about 

the constructivist approach was prepared with a 5-Likert type scale and utilized the 

categories Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Partially agree (3), Agree (4), 

Strongly agree (5). To assess the validity and reliability of the scale, 25 items 

related to the student dimension were determined during the pilot scheme process 

and then applied. After the pilot scheme, item elimination was carried out during 

factor analysis, and the number of items on the student scale was reduced to 19. 
 

 

Data Analysis and Results 

 

Cronbach‘s alpha values for the total consistency and the internal consistency 

calculated on the items contained in each sub-dimension are given below. 
 

Table 3. Sub-dimensions Determined as a Result of Factor Analysis and Reliability 

Coefficients of These Dimensions 

Factor Cronbach’s alpha 

Teacher approaches .821 

Teaching process .860 

Measurement and evaluation .779 

Gains .691 

Content and teaching materials  .701 

Total  .753 
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As can be seen from the data in Table 3, the internal consistency coefficients 

of the scale except for one factor were found to be high. The Cronbach‘s alpha 

values ranged from α= .86 (teaching process) to α= .69 (gains). Alpha value was 

calculated as α= .75 for the total scale. These values indicate that the internal 

consistency of the scale is extremely high. Because the internal consistency 

coefficient for the total of the scale was higher than .70, the boundary value in the 

sub-dimension of gains was not considered. 

This section contains the results obtained from the analysis of the data that 

were collected in the research with a 5-point Likert scale. 

 

Table 4. The Results of Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling 

Adequacy and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy .832 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Chi-Square Value 2764.977 

S. Degree 171 

p .000 

 

Table 4 shows that the KMO value was, 832, and the Bartlett value was 

significant (x2 = 2764.98; p < .001) after item elimination. Büyüköztürk (2012) 

stated that KMO a value being higher than 50 and Bartlett value being significant 

confirmed the eligibility of the data for factor analysis. In this context, the 

sample size and structure were factorable, and the procedures were continued. 

For this purpose, the results obtained by calculating the common load values 

obtained by Principal Component Analysis are given in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Common Load Values 

Item Extraction 

Q2. The gains provide us to improve ourselves in many aspects (cognitive, 

affective, psychomotor).  

.529 

Q3. The activities carried out during the teaching process are able to allow us 

to comprehend and apply the information rather than memorizing it. 

.693 

Q4. We are allowed to obtain the knowledge and skills we need in daily life 

during the teaching process. 

.631 

Q5. We are given the opportunity to practice with different teaching methods 

and techniques according to the gains. 

.680 

Q7. Teaching activities are performed in a way that will provide the 

development of our problem-solving skills. 

.672 

Q8. Teaching activities are capable of developing our questioning and critical 

thinking skills. 

.657 

Q9. Topics (books, workbooks, materials…) contain contents that will allow 

us to comprehend and practice the information rather than memorization. 

.628 

Q10. That there are a lot of topics in the content makes our learning more 

difficult. 

.556 

Q12. The most part of a class hour is not being conducted with the teacher's 

course presentation, but in a way that allows for our active participation. 

.650 

Q13. There is no time for implementation due to the intensity of topics. .542 
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Q14. Courses are being conducted by discussions, question-answers etc. 

rather than the transfer of information by the teacher. 

.783 

Q15. The teaching process is carried out through collaborative processes that 

allow the sharing of knowledge and skills rather than the presentation of 

information by the teacher. 

.698 

Q16. We are given enough opportunities to turn the theoretical knowledge we 

have gained during the teaching process into practice. 

.575 

Q19. Teacher gives us the opportunity to discover and comprehend the 

information with appropriate tips rather than presenting the information as 

ready. 

.593 

Q20. The performance and project tasks given in the teaching process do not 

serve to achieve gains. 

.692 

Q21. Our performance and efforts in the course are not taken into consideration 

in the assessment process as much as written and oral exam scores. 

.501 

Q22. Evaluations are made to measure higher level gains (application, 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) rather than remembering the learned 

information. 

.863 

Q24. Since there is no time left for application, homework is given for the 

activities. 

.631 

Q25. There are not enough performance-based assessments. .862 
 

As Table 5 shows, the common load values of all items were more than 50. 

The lowest load value obtained was calculated as .501 in the 21
st
 item. Due to the 

high values, factor analysis was continued at this stage without an item elimination, 

and the findings of the explained variance amounts and factor numbers are 

presented in Table 6. 
 

Table 6. Explained Total Variance Amounts  

Factor 

Initial Eigenvalues Total Factor Loads Totals of Rotated Factor 

Loads 

Tot. Vari.% Cum. % Tot. Vari.% Cum.% Tot. Vari.% Cum. % 

1 6.936 36.508 36.508 6.936 36.508 36.508 3.201 16.846 16.846 

2 1.801 9.480 45.988 1.801 9.480 45,988 2.890 15.208 32.054 

3 1.375 7.236 53.224 1.375 7.236 53.224 2.422 12.749 44.803 

4 1.262 6.644 59.867 1.262 6.644 59.867 2.203 11.597 56.400 

5 1.050 5.527 65.394 1.050 5.527 65.394 1.709 8.994 65.394 

6 .928 4.883 70.277       

7 .804 4.230 74.507       

8 .713 3.753 78.260       

9 .667 3.510 81.770       

10 .574 3.023 84.793       

11 .554 2.915 87.708       

12 .493 2.593 90.301       

13 .413 2.172 92.473       

14 .391 2.057 94.530       

15 .337 1.773 96.303       

16 .300 1.580 97.883       

17 .220 1.159 99.043       

18 .164 .861 99.903       

19 .018 .097 100.000       
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Table 7. Rotated Component Matrix after Factor Analysis 

Item 
Component 

1 2 3 4 5 

Q14. Courses are being conducted by discussions, question-

answers, etc. rather than the transfer of information by the 

teacher. 

.842     

Q15. The teaching process is carried out through 

collaborative processes that allow the sharing of knowledge 

and skills rather than the presentation of information by the 

teacher. 

.729     

Q12. The most part of a class hour is not being conducted 

with the teacher's course presentation, but in a way that 

allows for our active participation. 

.646     

Q19. Teacher gives us the opportunity to discover and 

comprehend the information with appropriate tips rather 

than presenting the information as ready. 

.604     

Q4. We are allowed to obtain the knowledge and skills we 

need in daily life during the teaching process. 
 .543    

Q7. Educational activities are carried out in a way that will 

allow the development of our problem-solving skills. 
 .790    

Q8. Educational activities are capable of developing our 

questioning and critical thinking skills. 
 .767    

Q3. The activities carried out during the teaching process 

are able to allow us to comprehend and apply the 

information rather than memorizing it. 

 .578    

Q16. We are given enough opportunities to turn the 

theoretical knowledge we have gained during the teaching 

process into practice. 

 .565    

Q24. Since there is no time left for application, homework is 

given for the activities. 
 .514    

Q22. Evaluations are made to measure higher level gains 

(application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) rather than 

remembering the learned information. 

  .849   

Q25. There are not enough performance-based assessments.   .846   

Q21. Our performance and efforts in the course are not 

taken into consideration in the assessment process as much 

as written and oral exam scores. 

  .644   

Q20. The performance and project tasks given in the 

teaching process do not serve to achieve gains. 
   .800  

Q5. We are given the opportunity to practice with different 

teaching methods and techniques according to the gains. 
   .726  

Q2. The gains provide us to improve ourselves in many 

aspects (cognitive, affective, psychomotor).  
   .529  

Q9. Topics (books, workbooks, materials…) contain 

contents that will allow us to comprehend and practice the 

information rather than memorization. 

    .759 

Q13. There is no time for implementation due to the 

intensity of topics. 
    .690 

Q10. That there are a lot of topics in the content makes our 

learning more difficult. 
    .666 
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As a result of the factor analysis made with principal components analysis 

by using an Eigenvalue of 1, the initial scale had a five-factor structure. These 

five factors explained 65.39% of the total variance. For the first factor, the 

Eigenvalue was 6.94, and its factor loading was 36.51%. The difference 

between the second factor and the loading was very high (approximately 

27.03%). The following sections of the analysis were carried out on the multi-

factor structure, and the results obtained by rotating with varimax vertical 

rotation technique are presented below to examine the factors into which the 

items were gathered. 

When the varimax vertical rotation technique examined the distribution of 

the items to the factors, all items had more than a 10% difference (< .30) for 

more than one factor. This indicated that all items in the scale had a sufficiently 

distinctive structure. For that reason, factor analyses were ended without item 

elimination. Table 8 shows the items, and the number of items in the sub-

dimensions is presented below. 

 

Table 8. Sub-dimensions Determined as a Result of Factor Analysis and Items 

that took Load Values from these Sub-Dimensions  

Factor  Number of Items Item Number 

1  Teacher approaches 12, 14, 15, 19 

2  Teaching process 3, 4, 7, 8, 16, 24 

3  Measurement and evaluation 21, 22, 25 

4  Gains 2, 5, 20 

5  Content and teaching materials 9, 10, 13 

Total   19 

 

Table 8 shows the first factor has 4 items (Item 12, 14, 15, and 19); the second 

factor has 6 items (Item 3, 4, 7, 8, 16, and 24); the third factor has 3 items (Item 

21, 22, and 25); the fourth factor has 3 items (Item 2, 5, and 20) and the fifth factor 

has 3 items (Item 9, 10, and 13). Items 20, 2, and 25 are opposite items for the 

factor in which they are included. The entire scale has 19 items.  

Each factor was titled after examining the items in the related factor. In this 

context, the first sub-dimension was titled as the teacher approaches sub-

dimension; the second sub-dimension was titled as the teaching process sub-

dimension; the third sub-dimension was titled as the measurement and evaluation 

sub-dimension; the fourth sub-dimension was titled as the gains sub-dimension, 

and the fifth sub-dimension was titled as the content and teaching materials sub-

dimension. The increase in scores in all factors and total is regarded as the increase 

of the related feature. After this stage, reliability analysis was performed for the 

factors. 

Distinctiveness comprises the points obtained by comparing the points of the 

individuals in the upper and lower quarters (27%) of the test using the independent 

group t-test. The aim is to reveal whether the answer given to that item 

differentiates between the lower and upper groups and to prove its distinctive 

power (Ergin, 1995). An independent samples t-test was used to determine 

whether a significant difference existed between the arithmetic means of the upper 
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(27%) and lower (27%) groups that were determined according to factor total 

points. The results are presented in Table 9. 

 

Table 9. Independent Group T-test Results to Determine the Distinctiveness of 

Scale Items 

 Groups N  x  ss  
xSh  

T-test 

t  Sd  p  

Item 2 
Lower 69 1.94 .968 .117 

-12.990 136 .000 
Upper 69 4.00 .891 .107 

Item 3 
Lower 69 1.58 .673 .081 

-21.130 136 .000 
Upper 69 4.17 .766 .092 

Item 4 
Lower 69 2.00 .891 .107 

-11.519 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.83 .969 .117 

Item 5 
Lower 69 2.51 .949 .114 

-8.624 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.87 .906 .109 

Item 7 
Lower 69 2.54 .917 .110 

-10.867 136 .000 
Upper 69 4.13 .803 .097 

Item 8 
Lower 69 2.19 .974 .117 

-11.828 136 .000 
Upper 69 4.04 .865 .104 

Item 9 
Lower 69 3.58 1.311 .158 

-1.969 136 .043 
Upper 69 3.26 1.462 .176 

Item 10 
Lower 69 3.14 1.353 .163 

-2.343 136 .021 
Upper 69 3.70 1.407 .169 

Item 12 
Lower 69 2.43 1.118 .135 

-8.716 136 .000 
Upper 69 4.04 1.049 .126 

Item 13 
Lower 69 3.42 1.311 .158 

-1.992 136 .041 
Upper 69 3.13 1.338 .161 

Item 14 
Lower 69 1.96 .812 .098 

-11.232 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.74 1.038 .125 

Item 15 
Lower 69 1.83 .839 .101 

-12.208 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.74 .995 .120 

Item 16 
Lower 69 1.96 .915 .110 

-7.133 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.22 1.149 .138 

Item 19 
Lower 69 2.23 .957 .115 

-8.450 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.78 1.187 .143 

Item 20 
Lower 69 1.96 1.169 .141 

-9.256 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.78 1.149 .138 

Item 21 
Lower 69 2.80 1.623 .195 

-2.343 136 .021 
Upper 69 2.52 1.623 .195 

Item 22 
Lower 69 3.09 1.160 .140 

-2.789 136 .006 
Upper 69 2.52 1.220 .147 

Item 24 
Lower 69 1.48 .609 .073 

-16.550 136 .000 
Upper 69 3.78 .983 .118 

Item 25 
Lower 69 3.10 1.178 .142 

-2.840 136 .005 
Upper 69 2.52 1.220 .147 

 

Table 9 shows the results of the independent samples t-test that was 

performed to determine the distinctiveness of the items and to determine whether a 
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significant difference existed between the arithmetic means of the upper (27%) 

and lower (27%) groups. The differences were found as statistically significant for 

all groups (p< .001). These differences were in favor of the upper groups. The 

obtained results showed that the items of the scale were distinctive. After this 

result, discriminant analysis was utilized to determine the distinctiveness of the 

scale sub-dimensions and total points. 

 

Table 10. Independent Group T-test Results to Determine the Distinctiveness 

of Scale Sub-dimensions and Total Points 

Point Groups N  x  ss  xSh  
T-test 

t  Sd  p  

LOWER1 
Lower 69 8.45 2.541 .306 

-14.033 136 .000 
Upper 69 15.30 3.164 .381 

LOWER2 
Lower 69 11.74 3.248 .391 

-18.548 136 .000 
Upper 69 23.17 3.959 .477 

LOWER3 
Lower 69 4.74 1.080 .130 

-39.324 136 .000 
Upper 69 12.77 1.308 .157 

LOWER4 
Lower 69 6.41 2.165 .261 

-14.269 136 .000 
Upper 69 11.65 2.155 .259 

LOWER5 
Lower 69 7.22 1.653 .199 

-30.010 136 .000 
Upper 69 13.96 .865 .104 

TOTAL 
Lower 69 45.72 3.568 .430 

-32.454 136 .000 
Upper 69 67.78 4.375 .527 

 

Table 10 shows the results of the independent samples t-test that was 

performed to determine the distinctiveness of the scale‘s total point and sub-

dimension points and to determine whether there was a significant difference 

between the arithmetic means of the upper (27%) and lower (27%) groups. The 

differences were found as statistically significant for all groups (p< .001). 

These differences were in favor of the upper groups. The obtained results 

showed that the items of the scale were distinctive. After this result, a 

calculation of the correlation of scale items with total points was performed. 

The results of Item-total and Item-remainder analyses that were performed for 

this purpose are given in Table 11. 

As shown in Table 11, all item correlations were significant in the Item-

Total and Item-Remainder analyses. These significance levels were realized at 

the p< .05 level for items 9, 10, 13, 21, 22, and 25. and at p< .001 level in 

others. All these results showed that all items were in the same structure. After 

these procedures, the interfactor correlations were calculated, and the obtained 

results are presented below in Table 12. 
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Table 11. Correlation Results of Item-Total and Item-Remainder  

Item Total Point Item-Remainder 

N r p r p 

S2 255 .618 .000 .517 .000 

S3 255 .771 .000 .701 .000 

S4 255 .684 .000 .608 .000 

S5 255 .514 .000 .415 .000 

S7 255 .572 .000 .481 .000 

S8 255 .610 .000 .517 .000 

S9 255 .166 .020 .172 .020 

S10 255 .130 .035 .130 .035 

S12 255 .569 .000 .470 .000 

S13 255 .136 .030 .163 .030 

S14 255 .595 .000 .504 .000 

S15 255 .655 .000 .572 .000 

S16 255 .537 .000 .443 .000 

S19 255 .482 .000 .374 .000 

S20 255 -.485 .000 -.352 .000 

S21 255 -.136 .030 -.206 .030 

S22 255 .126 045 .255 .045 

S24 255 .702 .000 .617 .000 

S25 255 -.136 .030 -.264 .030 

 

Table 12. Results of Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Analysis to Determine 

Interfactor Correlations (N=255) 
  LOWER2 LOWER3 LOWER4 LOWER5 Total 

Teacher 

approaches 

r .659 .499 .507 .284 .713 

p .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

Teaching process 
r  .374 .598 .304 .847 

p  .000 .000 .000 .000 

Measurement and 

evaluation 

r   .395 .266 .131 

p   .000 .000 .044 

Gains 
r    .231 .687 

p    .000 .000 

Content and 

teaching materials 

r     .137 

p     .041 

 

Table 12 shows the results of the Pearson Product-Moment Correlation 

analysis that was conducted to determine whether a significant correlation exists 

between the factors. As a result, a positive and significant correlation was found 

between all factors. These results proved that all factors were in the same structure. 

 

 

Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations 

 

In this study, the internal consistency coefficients of the student scale were 

found to be high. Cronbach's alpha for the total of the scale was calculated as 

α=.75. These values indicate that the internal consistency of the scale is at 



Athens Journal of Education May 2021   

193 

acceptable levels. For the reliability analysis of a scale that is prepared in 

quantitative studies, if Cronbach's alpha value is more than .70, then it is 

considered a good value (Aydin & Aslan, 2016; Aydin & Cinkaya, 2018; Kalaycı, 

2008; Özdamar, 1999; Ulubey, Aydin, & Toraman, 2017). For the student survey, 

the level at which each variable contributed to the main component by considering 

the principal component analysis, and the common load values of each variable‘s 

contributing level to the main component were calculated. The common load 

values of all items in the scale were found to be more than .50. The lowest load 

value was calculated as .501 in the 21\
st
 item. The fact that the common load 

values were high in the study shows that item elimination was no longer necessary. 

As a result of factor analysis made with principal component analysis by 

using Eigenvalue as 1, the conclusion was made that the scale had a five-factor 

structure at the first stage. These results show that the analysis should be continued 

on a multi-factorial structure. After this step, to examine in which factors the items 

were gathered, the distribution of the items to the factors was examined by 

varimax vertical rotation, and all items reached more than 10% difference (< .\30) 

in more than one factor. This data shows that all items in the scale have distinctive 

enough structure. 

As a result of the research, the first factor had 4 items; the second factor had 6 

items; the third factor had 3 items; the fourth factor had 3 items, and the fifth factor 

had 3 items. These data show us that each factor is related to the items in the scale 

sufficiently. The number of items in the scale that was initially 25, was reduced 19 

in the final stage. The title of each factor was determined after considering the 

meanings of the items. 

In this study, the first factor was labeled "teacher approaches," the second 

factor "teaching process," third factor "measurement and evaluation," the fourth 

factor "gains" and the fifth factor "content and teaching materials."  

In this pilot scheme, the factors reached in the context of the data were related 

to the elements in the curriculum. Ornstein and Hunkins (2014) stated that a 

curriculum consists of aim, content, educational status (teaching process) and test 

cases. The factors reached in the study in this respect were directly related to the 

program elements. Items in the scale and the factors reached in the direction of 

these items were related to the basic principles and approach of constructivist 

teaching theory. The reached factors and the items they contain included points 

like the position of the students in the process, whether an active participation 

opportunity exists, teacher guidance, the appropriateness of the aims for the 

student level, the reality of the content for the living conditions, the level of the 

teacher approach, how the evaluation is made, and how much emphasis is put on 

cooperative learning (Andrews, 2017; Fer & Cırık, 2007; Toraman, Aydin, & 

Ulubey, 2016). 

An independent group t-test was used to determine whether a difference 

existed between the arithmetic averages of upper (27%) and lower (27%) groups 

determined according to factor total scores. The differences were found statistically 

significant for all groups and were observed in favor of upper groups. These 

results showed that the items in the scale were sufficiently distinctive. Also, the 
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correlations of all items were significant in item-total and item-remainder analyses. 

This indicates that all items of this scale were in the same structure. 

The Pearson Product-Moment Correlation analysis found a positive correlation 

among all factors, and all the factors were in the same structure. These data show 

that the scale was compatible both on the item and factor basis and was competent 

to serve the intended purposes. Thus, the conclusion can be made that the scale has 

construct validity. The feedback obtained based on the assessments of the students 

who were studying at science high schools may serve an essential function in the 

elimination of these problems by showing the deficiencies and mistakes related to 

the educational issues. The hope is that this scale will lead to other research. 
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The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships among collective 

efficacy factors, as measured by the Illinois 5Essentials Survey, and college 

readiness scores, as reported by American College Testing (ACT), for high 

schools in the state of Illinois. The 5Essentials have been considered crucial to 

school success and therefore used to describe learning environments and as 

basis for decisions on school improvement. However, little research has 

investigated the efficacy of the 5Essentials in their impact on academic 

achievement. This study used Illinois 5Essentials Survey and ACT data to 

interrogate the value of 5Essentials. Analysis of data determined that while 

correlational relationships do exist among the 5Essentials (collective efficacy 

factors) and that some have predictive qualities for student achievement, the 

strengths of those relationships are, at best, weak. Outcomes of this survey 

provide insights that policy makers should consider when recommending the use 

of these factors to influence school culture and student achievement.  

 

Keywords: collective efficacy, Illinois 5Essentials Survey, reciprocal causality, 

self-efficacy, student achievement, leadership 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The American public education system has long been trusted to improve the 

lives of individuals and to help them, among other things, rise to political, 

economic and social success (Bennett, 1988). While this goal has remained the 

same over time (Kober, 2007; Willis, 1977), the structuring of the education 

system has changed in response to the needs of citizenry. For example, ―[i]n the 

21st century, at least some postsecondary education will be necessary for 

economic success –even survival– in an economy where the exchange of 

information dominates the world of work‖ (ACT, 2004). High school education 

only is no longer good enough to attain successful quality of life. In response, 

government leaders have called ―…for a national commitment for every American 

to attain at least one year of postsecondary education‖ (Wolniak & Engberg, 

2010). In an attempt to fulfil this commitment, the state of Illinois adopted the 

5Essentials as a way to organize schools for improvement (Bryke, Sebring, 

Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010).  

High school education is required to transition to college. But, high schools do 

not operate in a vacuum, especially when the measure of student achievement is 

brought to bear. Like other institutions, high schools are social organizations built 

upon a sense of collective efficacy, which Bandura defined as ―…an organizational 
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property and group-level attribute that represents teachers‘ collective beliefs about 

their collective power to execute a course of action that will result in a positive 

impact on students…‖ (in Evans, 2009, p. 65). When community actions result in 

gains for the organization, this experience feeds into future experiences and 

strengthens the organization as a collective. This collective is also known as 

organizational intentionality, whereby organizational members‘ work as a 

collective builds a sense of efficacy for the organization (Ingersoll, Sirinides, & 

Dougherty, 2018; Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk-Hoy, 2000). To this end, Bandura 

(1993) has argued that the most critical component affecting student achievement 

in a school is the collective efficacy, especially that of its teachers.  

The perception that the collective has a positive impact on student achievement 

is strengthened through academic press, or ―…quest for academic excellence…‖ 

(Hoy, Sweetland, & Smith, 2002). Over time, academic press becomes a normative 

process with faculty believing that their efforts to bring about quality education 

will result in improved student performance. Ideally, this sense of reciprocal 

causality creates a cycle in which high levels of academic press result in high 

levels of student performance, which cycles back to reinforce the importance of 

high levels of academic press (Hoy et al., 2002). To the extent that the cycle 

continues, and positive impacts are observed, these cycles of success and positive 

impacts will influence decisions, efforts, and persistence levels among teachers 

and administrators (Evans, 2009). The challenge for many schools is how to 

identify practices for the collective that promote academic press, how to quantify 

these practices, how to determine the effectiveness of normative processes, and 

their impacts on student achievement.  

Schools, especially high schools are complex public organizations that are 

subject to account for the use of resources and their outcomes. Because of their 

significant role in molding the youth of the nation, high schools continue to be 

targets for increased accountability and organizational effectiveness. Indeed, the 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) was created specifically to ―…close 

the achievement gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is 

left behind‖ (NCLB, 2015). With this mandate, the federal government required 

that schools put in place programs that would ensure that all children, regardless of 

race, ethnicity, disability, socio-economic status or geographical location, would 

have equal opportunities for success in their school. However, complicating these 

efforts for school leaders are what Evans (2009) described as ―social ideologies 

about race, class, and educational achievement…[that]…propagate the notion that 

white students will generally outperform African American and Hispanic students, 

and that wealthier students will outperform poor students on achievement and 

performance indicators‖ (p. 65). These beliefs likely influence a wide range of 

policies that, in turn affect schools and their communities and shape the nature of 

school reform efforts to meet accountability mandates. Educators as a collective 

function within these ideological notions. However, if educators perceive that they 

can execute purposeful reform plans to help all students achieve college readiness, 

their collective actions are likely to produce results and act as the driving force for 

collective efficacy in the school.  



Athens Journal of Education May 2021   

199 

In responding to public demands for school accountability and reforms, the 

state requires schools in Illinois to publish report cards which, in addition to 

providing student achievement data, must also ―…provide feedback from, at a 

minimum, students in grades 6 through 12 and teachers on the instructional 

environment within a school…‖ (105 ILCS 5/2-3.153). One of the choices that 

schools may use to assess instructional environment is the Illinois 5Essentials 

Survey, which is based on 20 years of research by the University of Chicago 

Consortium on Chicago School Research. The survey‘s five components have 

been identified as critical to school success. They include, Effective Leaders, 

Collaborative Teachers, Involved Families, Supportive Environment, and 

Ambitious Instruction. It is assumed that the feedback given by students and 

teachers on each of these components provides a ―…comprehensive picture of the 

school environment…‖ (UChicago Impact, 2015, par. 1-2).  

Based on foundational research leading to the development of the 5Essentials, 

Bryk et al. (2010) conceptualized the five essentials as collective efficacy 

describing them as ―…shared values and social cohesion of a community in 

responding to local problems that may arise‖ (p. 192). The essence being that 

schools are community systems made up of groups of individuals that espouse 

certain values and norms as a collective. In addition, they have abilities and 

capacities as a collective to respond to issues that arise in the process of educating 

students. Currently, the Illinois 5Essentials Survey is used as the appropriate tool 

to measure the collective efficacy of school communities in Illinois. Although this 

survey has been in use for a decade, there is limited research focusing on 

establishing its efficacy, especially in relation to appropriateness in defining the 

5Esssentials as the collective efficacy factors that have positive influence on 

learning environment and student academic outcomes for all school in Illinois.  

 

 

Conceptual Framework for the Study 

 

Schools are systems comprised of inputs, throughputs, and outputs, and 

influenced by internal and external environments (Katz & Kahn, 1978). Inputs 

include educators, students, budgets, and resources that come to the schools. 

Throughputs are the processes used to engage and educate the students, and 

outputs represent the learning outcomes that students achieve after experiencing 

the educational processes. While, inputs, throughputs, and outputs as a collective 

make up the internal environment of the school, the community in which the 

school is located constitutes the external environment. The external environment 

influences the school by providing resources and setting expectations for school 

culture and student and school outcomes. Thus, the culture and climate of a school 

derives from the interactions between internal and external environments. With 

over 20 years of research, researchers at the University of Chicago Consortium 

determined that the culture of a school can be defined by the levels of the practice 

of the five essential supports (5Essentials). Higher levels of the practice of 

5Essentials ―…enhance students‘ engagement with school and improve their 
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learning outcomes‖ (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 46). The 5Essentials are described as 

follows:  
 

Effective Leaders: The principal works with teachers to implement a clear and 

strategic vision for school success. 

Collaborative Teachers: The staff is committed to the school, receives strong 

professional development, and works together to improve the school. 

Involved Families: The entire school staff builds strong relationships with families 

and communities to support learning. 

Supportive Environment: The school is safe and orderly. Teachers have high 

expectations for students and support students to realize their goals. Classmates also 

support one another. 

Ambitious Instruction: Classes are academically demanding and engage students by 

emphasizing the application of knowledge.  

(UChicago Impact, 2015, par. 1).  

 

In their research, Bryk et al. (2010) identified Effective Leadership as the 

major input that drives the vision and change in the school system. Other 

researchers agree (Ingersoll, et al., 2018; Day & Gurr, 2014). According to 

Ingersoll et al. (2018), a key element of effective instructional leadership is 

developing a shared vision and purpose among the faculty. For the same reason, 

Day and Gurr (2014) suggest that school leaders set direction with a vision 

focused on success and how to improve. Because leadership does not exist in a 

vacuum, Bryk et al. (2010) also discuss other essential supports within the school 

system. Accordingly, Collaborative Teachers, Supportive Environment, and 

Involved Families not only interact with each other, they also interact with the 

classroom (Ambitious Instruction) in a reciprocating relationship in response to 

school leadership. In other words, although Ambitious Instruction exists solely 

within the classroom, it is influenced indirectly by the other four essential 

supports. And therefore, the school system output (defined by student outcomes) is 

reflective of the practice of the 5Essentials (Bryk et al., 2010, p. 69) (Figure 1).  

As described by Bryk et al. (2010) the composite score on the 5Essentials 

survey gives a sense of group-level attribute (collective efficacy) that represents 

the shared beliefs about the collective power to execute a course of action that will 

result in positive impacts on students. Bandura (1977) identifies efficacy as the 

perceived belief in the ability to achieve a goal in a specific situation. Bandura‘s 

(1977) model identifies four experiential sources of efficacy judgement. They 

include mastery experiences (performing well on a previous task, builds 

competence), vicarious experience (comparing competence of self to others), 

verbal persuasion (encouragement or discouragement by others), and emotional 

arousal (feelings of sensations that communicate belief in ability to achieve). The 

significance of these experiences is their power to influence perceptions or feelings 

of the ability to achieve goals which, in turn stimulates continued levels of 

commitment toward meeting those goals. In a school system, these experiences are 

likely to inspire sense of self or collective-efficacy in executing the 5Essentials. 

For this reason, Bryk et al. (2010) explain that collective efficacy is determined by 

the extent of the collective practice of 5Essentials which, in turn effect student 
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achievement. In this study, the 5Essentials and efficacy factors and used 

synonymously.  

 

Figure 1. Essential Supports for School Reform- 5Essentials and Student 

Achievement labeled in italics  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Bryk et al., 2010, p. 69. 

 

Guided by the conceptual framework above, this study examined the 

relationships among collective efficacy factors, as measured by the Illinois 

5Essentials Survey and college readiness scores as reported by ACT for high 

schools in the state of Illinois. The research questions were: What are the mean 

scores for collective efficacy factors and high school college readiness measures; 

What are the relationships between high school college readiness measures and 

collective efficacy factors; What are the differences based on location (Chicago, 

suburban, rural) among college readiness measures and collective efficacy factors; 

and What collective efficacy factors predict college readiness? 

 

 

Literature Review 
 

The literature review focuses on research and theories that inform the concept 

of collective-efficacy. Such theories include social cognitive theory and self-

efficacy. Collective efficacy though a new phenomenon that is still developing in 

the literature has promise because it is grounded in social cognitive theory and 

self-efficacy.  

  

Social Cognitive Theory 

 

Social cognitive theory posits the belief that human action and understanding 

is, in part, a function of observing others within a social situation and using what 

they have learned (through observation) to make decisions (Bandura, 2001). Social 

cognitive theory puts greater emphasis on the core features of human agency to 

―…intentionally make things happen by one‘s actions‖ (Bandura, 2001, p. 2). By 
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this logic, people do not simply exist as observers of the natural world around 

them, instead, they use it to create and/or anticipate other experiences. Thus, 

through interactions with the environment, humans make decisions and gain 

experiences that facilitate their abilities and proclivities to make future decisions. 

By setting intentions, people set expectations for outcomes, establish anticipated 

outcomes and, using acknowledged standards, react to outcomes based upon 

personal and social standards (Bandura, 2001). Based upon the feedback that the 

individual receives and the interpretation they make from actions, one will 

determine capacity for success in similar future endeavors. This supports 

Bandura‘s idea of triadic reciprocal causation, in which the individual finds him or 

herself reflecting upon personal factors, the environment, and their behaviors to 

determine future decisions and the levels of efficacy towards outcomes of those 

decisions (Eells, 2011). Social cognitive theory thus forms the basis for self-

efficacy and, by extension, collective efficacy. 

 

Self-Efficacy 

 

The concept of self-efficacy is defined by Hoy et al. (2002) as ―…beliefs in 

one‘s capabilities to organize and execute a course of action required to produce a 

given attainment‖ (p. 78). Flowing from the umbrella of social cognitive theory 

and human agency, the intentional choices that a person makes to act are 

influenced by the belief in self to do a task. The belief in self to do the task is what 

distinguishes self-efficacy from concepts like self-esteem or self-worth.  

According to Bandura (1977), there are four informants of efficacy. Mastery 

or performance accomplishments are, by far, the most powerful informants of 

efficacy expectations. The more success one experiences, the greater the self-

efficacy expectation and the lower the negative impact that failures will have on 

the person. It is hereby assumed that greater mastery increases chances for 

persistence, and with that a person finds, through experience, that difficult 

situations can be overcome. 

Another of Bandura‘s informant of efficacy expectations is vicarious 

experiences. Watching others engage, especially in threatening situations without 

adverse consequences can generate efficacy expectations of success in others. 

While this efficacy information is not as strong as mastery that comes through 

participant modeling, seeing others succeed shows that even the most anxious can 

eventually succeed through persistence, and seeing many others succeed is more 

encouraging than seeing one or none. 

In addition to mastery and vicarious experiences, the third source of efficacy 

expectation is verbal persuasion. Verbal persuasion involves suggestions from 

outsiders that an individual can be successful. However, just as verbal persuasion 

can have significantly positive effects in building confidence, it can also have 

negative ramifications for the receiving individual, especially when competence 

expectations are raised and conditions for the person to succeed are not right. Not 

only will the persuader be discredited, the negative experience will further 

debilitate the recipient‘s personal efficacy and motivation to persist. 
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The fourth source of efficacy expectation identified by Bandura is emotional 

arousal. The right amount of arousal may energize a person to action, however, 

higher than necessary emotional arousal generally hampers performance. People 

are more likely to be successful when they are not experiencing negative arousal 

situations. Helping people perceive the right levels of self-competence can reduce 

excessive arousal and can lead to action on the part of the individual if he or she is 

able to reduce self-doubts. ―Performance successes, in turn, strengthens self-

efficacy‖ (Bandura, 1977) and is the beginning of a positive cycle. 

In studying effects of self-efficacy, Goddard, Hoy and Woolfolk-Hoy (2004) 

found that teachers with greater sense of self-efficacy tended to be better prepared 

to teach, used more innovative strategies in teaching, and tended to be more 

student centered. Additionally, the concepts of trust, openness, and job satisfaction 

were found to be related to a teacher‘s sense of self-efficacy and productivity 

(student achievement) in the classroom (Goddard et al., 2004).  

 

Collective Teacher Efficacy 

 

Collective efficacy is growing out of Bandura‘s (1977, 1993, 2001) work and 

is driven by the notion of human agency -people‘s desire to exercise control over 

their lives in a variety of ways (Rotter, 1966). When groups of individuals act 

together to achieve common intentions based on shared beliefs, their individual 

agencies are extended to collective agency of the organization (Goddard et al., 

2000). Goddard, et al. (2000) describe collective teacher efficacy as ―…an 

emergent group-level attribute – the product of the interactive dynamics of the 

group members‖ (p. 5). The shared beliefs of the group members influence their 

capacity to make and act on decisions about desired goals. In the same notion, the 

collective would be associated with the levels of stress and persistence that 

organizations feel when targeting and planning to meet achievement outcomes. 

For instance, in the 15 years that the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was in 

existence, accountability for student achievement increased and became more 

consequential. Because of the consequences, schools learned the goals they needed 

to set to raise student achievement, the policies and procedures they needed to 

reach these goals, and the resulting changes they needed to make after evaluation 

of outcomes. This organizational learning occurred as a collective effort by 

principals, teachers and school boards who made judgments of the faculty‘s 

abilities to make improvements in student achievement based on their context.  

Like the informants of self-efficacy, organizations use mastery (performance 

experiences), vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and emotional arousal to 

strengthen or diminish the motive and capacity of its members to continue their 

efforts. Schools as organizations use the four experiences to develop a sense of 

collective efficacy as they work together towards the goals of school improvement 

and higher student outcomes. Bryke et al. (2010) conceptualized effective 

leadership, collaborative teachers, involved families, supportive environment, and 

ambitious instruction as collective efficacy in schools. Together, the functions of 

these factors reflect the collective engagement of schools‘ internal and external 

environments.  
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Methodology 
 

This was a descriptive, one-time cross-sectional study in which different 

groups were studied at the same time. Electronic data, based on responses from 

high school teachers and students that are uploaded annually by school districts in 

the state of Illinois and published annually online via the Illinois School Report 

Card, were gathered and re-organized by the researchers. Categories of reported 

data by each school included: county location of the school, city location of the 

school, percent of low-income students at the school, racial/ethnic diversity of the 

student population, and the percentage of students who were identified as college 

ready by meeting or exceeding the American College Testing (ACT) composite 

benchmark of 21.  

The dependent variable in the study was college readiness composite score as 

reported from ACT. Independent variables included percentages of students from 

low-income backgrounds, racial population percentages, and the 5Essentials 

category scores. The population (N=567) was public high schools in the state of 

Illinois whose 2015 data on, among other things, school demographics, school 

achievement levels, and school environment survey scores were reported by the 

Illinois School Report Card. The schools included in this study satisfied two 

criteria: 

 

1. They posted the percentage of students meeting or exceeding a composite 

score of 21 on the ACT during the 2014-2015 school year, and 

2. They had full reports for the Illinois 5Essentials Survey for that same 

period. 

 

Of the 567 high schools reporting data to the Illinois Interactive Report Card, 

379 high schools had full Illinois 5Essentials reports and college readiness reports 

from the ACT. These 379 schools made the sample (n) for this study.  

The 2015 version of the 5Essentials survey is a combination of 80 and 150 

questions for student and teachers respectively, compiled into 22 measures of 

school climate and practices. These 22 measures are distributed among the five 

essentials categories namely Effective Leadership, Collaborative Teachers, 

Supportive Environment, Involved Families, and Ambitious Instruction. Each of 

these categories is rated on the degree of implementation based upon the 

respondents‘ answers as follows: Most Implementation, More Implementation, 

Average Implementation, Less Implementation, Least Implementation. For the 

purposes of this study, these ratings were assigned a numerical value ranging from 

5 (Most Implementation) to 1 (Least Implementation). Reliability coefficients for 

each of the sub-scales based on the UChicago Consortium of Chicago School 

ranged from Cronbach‘s α = .71 to .97, except for one sub-scale, Ambitious 

Instruction which was Cronbach‘s α = .60 (Klugman, Gordon, Sebring, & Sporte, 

2015). Descriptive statistics, Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), correlations, and 

regressions were used to analyze data. 
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Findings 
 

Analysis of Mean Score Values 

 

Table 1 presents descriptive data on demographic variables of income and 

ethnicity. The results indicate that the largest concentration of schools with 

significant low-income students is the city of Chicago. Most high schools within 

Chicago had a high concentration of low-income students clustered closely around 

the mean (with 68% of scores falling within one standard deviation above and 

below the mean).  

 

Table 1. Income and Ethnicity Mean Percentages and Standard Deviation Scores 

(SD) 

 
 

 

All Illinois 

High Schools 
 

Chicago High 

Schools 
 

Suburban High 

Schools 

Rural High 

Schools 

% Low 

Income 

 

 

48.47 

(24.15) 
 

89.60 

(14.04) 

 

 

39.90 

(24.06) 

43.02 

(16.29) 

% White 
 

 

68.14  

(34.18) 

 

 

6.86 

(11.45) 

 

 

53.16 

(29.31) 

85.78 

(18.22) 

% African 

American 

 

 

13.79 

(26.25) 

 

 

50.29 

(39.91) 

 

 

16.58 

(26.08) 

5.38 

(13.04) 

% Hispanic 
 

 

13.20 

(21.00) 

 

 

38.27 

(34.63) 

 

 

22.20 

(19.84) 

5.03 

(9.15) 

% Asian 
 

 

2.09 

(4.21) 

 

 

3.25 

(5.42) 

 

 

5.06 

(6.58) 

.84 

(1.40) 

% American 

Ind. 

 

 

.23 

(.30) 

 

 

.23 

(.23) 

 

 

.30 

(.27) 

.21 

(.31) 

% 2+ Races 
 

 

2.35   

(2.03) 

 

 

.99   

(.99) 

 

 

2.43 

(1.35) 

2.60 

(2.26) 

% Pacific 

Island. 

 

 

.08   

(.18) 

 

 

.12   

(.18) 

 

 

.08 

(.11) 

.07 

(.19) 

Sample Size  n = 379  n = 50  n = 84 n = 245 

 

The largest population of schools with African American and Hispanic 

populations are also found in the Chicago sub-group. High schools in Chicago 

tended to have greater variance in African American and Hispanic populations (M 

= 50.29%, SD = 39.91 and M = 38.27%, SD= 34.63, respectively). High schools 

with large White populations were found in rural areas, representing the largest 

sub-group (n = 245).  

Table 2 presents mean percentages and standard deviations for college 

readiness measures. Suburban high schools achieved the highest mean score 

values across all areas of college readiness measures. High schools in Chicago had 

the lowest percentage of students meeting or exceeding each of these benchmark 

requirements. However, observing the standard deviations for these percentages, 

the Chicago group of high schools had a larger spread of scores compared to 

suburban and rural schools.  
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Table 2. College Readiness Mean Percentages and Standard Deviation Scores 

(SD) 

 
All Illinois 

High Schools 

Chicago High 

Schools 

Suburban High 

Schools 

Rural High 

Schools 

% College 

Readiness 

39.53 

(18.45) 

18.94 

(22.76) 

47.74 

(20.67) 

40.91 

(12.88) 

% English CRB 
56.80 

(17.60) 

36.82 

(23.72) 

62.85 

(18.05) 

58.81 

(12.56) 

% Math CRB 
32.75 

(17.54) 

15.30 

(20.37) 

41.56 

(19.68) 

33.29 

(13.12) 

% Reading 

CRB 

34.34 

(16.12) 

15.72 

(20.14) 

41.01 

(17.60) 

35.85 

(11.27) 

% Science CRB 
29.54 

(15.62) 

13.30 

(18.32) 

37.20 

(18.16) 

30.23 

(11.13) 

% All 4 CRB 
19.09 

(13.50) 

7.38 

(16.39) 

26.38 

(16.25) 

18.99 

(9.59) 

Sample Size n = 379 n = 50 n = 84 n = 245 

 

Table 3 displays the mean values for the collective efficacy factors gathered 

through the Illinois 5Essentials Survey. Scores were grouped around the mid-point 

of the 1-5 scale, thus 3. The factor of Effective Leaders generated the lowest score, 

while the factor of Ambitious Instruction had the highest mean score for each sub-

group. In this study, teachers and students reported great confidence in levels of 

instruction and presented the least confidence in the effectiveness of school 

leadership. The degree of standard deviation for collective efficacy factors is very 

small, as would be expected when observing many 5-point Likert-type scores. 

However, it is significant to note that the smallest variance is found among 

Suburban High Schools (n = 84) in the efficacy factor of Ambitious Instruction 

(SD = .57). 

 

Table 3. Collective Efficacy Mean Values and Standard Deviation Scores (SD) 

 
All Illinois 

High Schools 

Chicago High 

Schools 

Suburban High 

Schools 

Rural High 

Schools 

Effective 

Leaders 

2.73 

(.77) 

3.02 

(.80) 

2.49 

(.77) 

2.75 

(.75) 

Collaborative 

Teachers 

3.05 

(.83) 

3.42 

(.84) 

3.20 

(.83) 

2.92 

(.80) 

Supportive 

Environment 

3.03 

(.77) 

3.32 

(.74) 

3.18 

(.84) 

2.91 

(.72) 

Ambitious 

Instruction 

3.27 

(.72) 

3.66 

(.72) 

3.48 

(.57) 

3.12 

(.73) 

Involved 

Families 

3.05 

(.86) 

3.36 

(.88) 

3.29 

(.95) 

2.91 

(.79) 

Average 

Collective 

Efficacy 

3.03 

(.79) 

3.36 

(.80) 

3.13 

(.79) 

2.92 

(.76) 

Sample Size n = 379 n = 50 n = 84 n = 245 
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Differences by Location among Collective Efficacy Factors and College 

Readiness Measures 

 

To determine if there existed statistically significant differences in collective 

efficacy factors and college readiness measures by location, a series of one-way 

ANOVA tests were conducted. In each case, Post Hoc testing was done to 

determine where significant mean differences were. With unequal sample sizes, 

the Scheffe test was used. 

ANOVA compared the collective efficacy factor of Effective Leadership 

among three groupings of high schools (Chicago, suburban, and rural). The 

analysis found statistically significant differences, F(2, 376) = 7.98, p < .001, but 

the strength of the difference, η
2
 = .04, was weak. Post Hoc testing revealed 

significant difference between Chicago and suburban high schools, F(2, 376) = 

7.66, p < .01, and between suburban and Rural high schools, F(2, 376) = 3.61, p < 

.05. ANOVA results are presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4. One-Way Analysis of Variance of Effective Leadership among Chicago, 

Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Source df SS MS F p η
2 

Between groups 2 9.18 4.59 7.98 .00 .04 

Within groups 376 216.28 .58    

Total 378 225.46     

 

Completing an analysis of the variance on Collaborative Teachers among 

Chicago, suburban and rural high schools showed a significant difference, F(2, 

376) = 9.96, p < .001. The strength of the difference, calculated by η
2
, was .05 

(Table 5). Post Hoc testing showed statistical differences between Chicago and 

rural high schools, F(2, 376) = 8.04, p < .01, and between suburban and rural high 

schools F(2, 376) = 3.87, p < .05. The strengths of these relationships were found 

to be η
2
 = .04 and η

2
 = .02, with the statistical differences between Chicago and 

rural schools being larger. 

 

Table 5. One-Way Analysis of Variance of Collaborative Teachers among 

Chicago, Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Source  df SS  MS F p η
2 

Between groups  2 13.04  6.52 9.96 .000 .05 

Within groups  376 246.11  .65    

Total  378 259.15      

 

Table 6 shows the results for the ANOVA for the collective efficacy factor of 

Supportive Environment among Chicago, suburban, and rural high schools. 

Analysis found a statistically significant difference among these groups, F(2, 376) 

= 8.26, p < .01. The strength of the difference, as calculated by η
2
, was .04. Post 

Hoc testing found statistically significant differences between Chicago and rural 

high schools, F(2, 376) = 6.11, p < .01, and between suburban and rural high 

schools, F(2, 376) = 3.91, p < .05. The strengths of these differences were both 

weak, η
2
 = .03 and η

2
 = .02, respectively.  
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Table 6. One-Way Analysis of Variance of Supportive Environment among 

Chicago, Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Source df SS MS F p η
2 

Between groups 2 9.33 4.67 8.26 .000 .04 

Within groups 376 212.40 .56    

Total 378 221.74     

 

Analysis of variance was conducted for Ambitious Instruction among Chicago, 

suburban and rural high schools (Table 7). A statistically significant difference 

was found, F(2, 376) = 17.39, p < .01, with the strength of the difference 

determined at η
2
 = .08. Post Hoc analysis indicated differences exist between 

Chicago and Rural high schools, F(2, 376) = 12.69, p < .01, η
2
 = .06, and between 

Suburban and Rural high schools, F(2, 376) = 8.35, p < .01, η
2
 = .04. 

 

Table 7. One-Way Analysis of Variance of Ambitious Instruction among Chicago, 

Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Source df SS MS F p η
2 

Between groups 2 16.81 8.40 17.39 .000 .08 

Within groups 376 181.74 .48    

Total 378 198.55     

 

ANOVA was conducted on collective efficacy factor, Involved Families. 

Among the three groupings of Chicago, suburban and rural high schools, the 

analysis found statistically significant difference, F(2, 376) = 10.38, p < .01, η
2
 = 

.05 (Table 8). In Post Hoc testing, statistical significance in group differences were 

found between suburban and rural high schools, F(2, 376) = 6.44, p < .01, η
2
 = .03, 

and between Chicago and rural high schools, F(2, 376) = 199.89, p <.01, η
2
 = 

1.00. As noted, this last test presented an effect size of 1.00. 

 

Table 8. One-Way Analysis of Variance of Involved Families among Chicago, 

Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Source df SS MS F p η
2 

Between groups 2 14.54 7.27 10.38 0.00 .05 

Within groups 376 263.50 .70    

Total 378 278.05     

 

Finally, ANOVA was conducted to analyze the differences among Chicago, 

suburban and rural high schools in college readiness means for percentage of 

students who meet the college readiness ACT benchmark of 21. Statistically 

significant differences (Table 9) were found among the three groups, F(2, 376) = 

50.68, p < .01, η
2
 = .21. Post Hoc analysis showed statistically significant 

differences between Chicago and suburban schools, F(2, 376) = 48.22, p < .01, η
2
 

= .20; between Chicago and rural schools, F(2, 376) = 37.18, p < .01, η
2
 = .16; and 

between suburban and rural schools, F(2, 376) = 5.41, p < .01, η
2
 = .02. Table 10 

presents results of Post Hoc analysis. 
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Table 9. One-Way Analysis of Variance of College Readiness Measures among 

Chicago, Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Source df SS MS F p η
2 

Between groups 2 27323.43 13661.71 50.68 .000 .21 

Within groups 376 101351.08 269.55    

Total 378 128674.51     

 

Table 10. Summary of Scheffe Post Hoc Test of College Readiness Measures 

among Chicago, Suburban and Rural High Schools 

Pair tested F Fcrit η
2 

Chicago X 

Suburban 
48.22* 4.66 .20 

Chicago X Rural 37.18* 4.66 .16 

Suburban X Rural 5.41* 4.66 .02 
*p < .01    

 

Correlation of College Readiness Measures and Collective Efficacy Factors 

 

Correlation analyses were performed on college readiness composite scores 

and the Illinois 5Essentials factors of Effective Leaders, Collaborative Teachers, 

Involved Families, Supportive Environment and Ambitious Instruction. The 

strongest relationship with college readiness was found between college readiness 

and Involved Families (r=.49, p = .01), whereas the weakest relationship was 

found between college readiness and Effective Leaders (r = .11, p = .05). This data 

is presented in Table 11. 

 

Table 11. Correlations among College Readiness and Collective Efficacy Factors 

for Illinois High Schools (n=379) 
 College 

Readiness 

Effective 

Leaders 

Collaborative 

Teachers 

Supportive 

Environment 

Ambitious 

Instruction 

Involved 

Families 

Effective 

Leaders 
.11 1     

Collaborative 

Teachers 
.22 .68** 1    

Supportive 

Environment 
.42** .46** .51** 1   

Ambitious 

Instruction 
.23** .29** .41** .59** 1  

Involved 

Families 
.49** .50** .66** .61** .45** 1 

Note: *p < .05, one-tail. **p < .01, one-tail. 

 

Looking deeper at the relationships among college readiness and demographic 

factors (percentage of low-income students and the percentage of ethnic 

minorities), the results indicate a statistically significant, strong negative correlation 

between the percentage of low-income students and college readiness (r = -.82, p 

< .01). Additionally, we found statistically significant correlations by percentage 

of the ethnic groupings and college readiness. Among the ethnic groups, the 

strongest relationship was a negative correlation between percentage of African 
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American students and college readiness (r=-.53, P<.01). Table 12 presents this 

data. 

Among the regional sub-groups of Chicago, suburban, and rural schools, each 

group showed statistically significant moderate relationships with college 

readiness (r = .31, p < .01; r = .64, p < .01; r = .26, p < .01, respectively). The 

suburban schools and rural schools produced their weakest relationships among 

college readiness and Effective Leaders (r
 
= .46, p < .01 and r

 
= .14, p > .05, 

respectively), while the Chicago schools exhibited the weakest relationship among 

college readiness and Collaborative Teachers (r = .09, p > .05). This was, 

however, closely followed by college readiness and Effective Leaders (r = .14, p > 

.05). The Pearson correlations between pairs of variables are presented in Tables 

13 through 15. 

 

Table 12. Correlations among Percentage Low Income/ Ethnicity and College 

Readiness for Illinois High Schools (n=379) 

 College Readiness 

% White  .52** 

% African American -.53** 

% Hispanic -.27** 

% Asian  .36** 

% Low Income -.82** 
*p <.05, one-tail. **p<.01, one-tail. 

 

Table 13. Correlations among College Readiness and Collective Efficacy Factors 

in Chicago Schools (n=50) 

 College 

Readiness 

Effective 

Leaders 

Collaborative 

Teachers 

Supportive 

Environment 

Ambitious 

Instruction 

Involved 

Families 

Effective 

Leaders 

.14 1     

Collaborative 

Teachers 

.09 .82** 1    

Supportive 

Environment 

.57** .47** .41** 1   

Ambitious 

Instruction 

.52** .41** .35** .75** 1  

Involved 

Families 

.56** .61** .51** .61** .49** 1 
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Table 14. Correlations among College Readiness and Collective Efficacy Factors I 

Suburban Schools (n=84) 
 College 

Readiness 

Effective 

Leaders 

Collaborative 

Teachers 

Supportive 

Environment 

Ambitious 

Instruction 

Involved 

Families 

Effective 

Leaders 
.46** 1     

Collaborative 

Teachers 
.62** .73** 1    

Supportive 

Environment 
.81** .57** .74** 1   

Ambitious 

Instruction 
.48** .48** .53** .55** 1  

Involved 

Families 
.80** .58** .72** .72** .55** 1 

*p < .05, one-tail. **p < .01, one-tail. 

 

Table 15. Correlations among College Readiness and Collective Efficacy Factors 

in Rural Schools (245) 
 College 

Readiness 

Effective 

Leaders 

Collaborative 

Teachers 

Supportive 

Environment 

Ambitious 

Instruction 

Involved 

Families 

Effective 

Leaders 
.14 1     

Collaborative 

Teachers 
.26** .67** 1    

Supportive 

Environment 
.37** .43** .40** 1   

Ambitious 

Instruction 
.26** .24** .33** .54** 1  

Involved 

Families 
.51** .49** .64** .52* .36* 1 

*p < .05, one-tail. **p < .01, one-tail. 

 

Predicting College Readiness Using Collective Efficacy Factors 

 

Multiple linear regression was conducted on the full sample to predict college 

readiness scores based on the collective efficacy factors of Effective Leaders, 

Collaborative Teachers, Supportive Environment, Ambitious Instruction and 

Involved Families. A significant regression equation was found [F(5, 373) = 33.41, 

p < .05], with an Adjusted R
2
 of .30. Table 16 provides a full summary output of 

this regression. 

Only three of the five collective efficacy factors (Effective Leaders, Supportive 

Environment, and Involved Families) were found to meet a minimum significance 

level (p< .05) acceptable to this study. Another regression was run with the 

remaining significant variables and Step 2 shows these results. A final regression 

was run with the two variables (Supportive Environment and Involved Families) 

with beta values demonstrating positive impact on the relationship with the 

constant (college readiness scores). Step 3 of Table 16 displays the results of this 

regression. In this instance, and with the removal of Effective Leaders as an 

influencing variable, Supportive Environment and Involved Families produced a 
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statistically significant regression equation [F(1, 375) = 19.93, p < .001], with an 

Adjusted R
2
 of .26. 

Similar regression analysis was conducted to examine the predictive qualities 

of collective efficacy on college readiness based upon location. Tables 17, 18 and 

19 display the data output from these regressions for collective efficacy factors 

meeting a minimum level of significance of p < .05. 

 

Table 16. Summary of Regression Analysis of Collective Efficacy Factors 

Predicting College Readiness for Illinois High Schools (n = 379) 
Variable B SE B Β 

Step 1    

Constant 9.89 4.18  

Effective Leaders -4.33 1.42 -.18* 

Collaborative Teachers -2.36 1.53 -.11 

Supportive Environment 7.11 1.49 .30** 

Ambitious Instruction -1.78 1.38 -.07 

Involved Families 10.80 1.36 .50** 

Step 2    

Constant 6.45 3.67  

Effective Leaders -5.45 1.22 -.23** 

Supportive Environment 6.09 1.34 .25** 

Involved Families 9.67 1.23 .45** 

Step 3    

Constant .894 3.54  

Supportive Environment 4.77 1.34 .20** 

Involved Families 7.93 1.20 .37** 
Note: R

2
 = .31 for Step 1, ΔR

2
 = -.01 for Step 2 (p = .10), ΔR

2
 = -.04 for Step 3 (p < .001). 

* p < .05. ** p < .001. 

 
Table 17 shows the results of a regression analysis conducted to predict the 

influence of collective efficacy factors on college readiness scores at Chicago high 

schools. In the first step, a statistically significant regression line equation was 

found [F(5, 44) = 9.48, p < .001] with an Adjusted R
2
 of .46. Finding only one 

collective efficacy factor (Involved Families) to be statistically significant within 

this sub-group, a second regression was conducted with a statistically significant 

equation line [F(1, 48) = 22.49, p < .001] and an Adjusted R
2
 value of .31, 

indicating that this factor alone accounts for 31% of the variance in college 

readiness scores in Chicago high schools 

Table 18 presents a summary of regression analysis data for significant 

collective efficacy factors predicting college readiness in suburban high schools. 

The analysis found a statistically significant regression equation line [F(5, 78) = 

52.91, p < .001] and an Adjusted R
2
 of .76. The two factors, Supportive 

Environment and Involved Families, were found to be statistically significant and 

a second regression analysis was conducted which removed the influence of 

Effective Leaders, Collaborative Teachers and Ambitious Instruction from the 

model. Step 2 of Table 20 shows the results of this analysis that resulted in a 
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statistically significant regression line [F(2, 81) = 126.54, p < .001] and an 

Adjusted R
2
 of .75. 

 

Table 17. Summary of Regression Analysis of Collective Efficacy Factors 

Predicting College Readiness in Chicago High Schools (n = 50) 

Variable B SE B β 

Step 1    

Constant -43.08 13.81  

Effective Leaders -7.83 5.63 -.27 

Collaborative Teachers -4.15 4.95 -.15 

Supportive Environment 8.46 5.33 .28 

Ambitious Instruction 9.79 5.01 .21 

Involved Families 13.96 3.84 .54** 

Step 2    

Constant -30.41 10.75  

Involved Families 14.69 3.10 .57** 
Note: R

2
 = .52 for Step 1, ΔR

2
 = -.20 for Step 2 (p < .05). ** p < .001. 

 

Table 18. Summary of Regression Analysis of Collective Efficacy Factors 

Predicting College Readiness in Suburban High Schools (n = 84) 

Variable B SE B β 

Step 1    

Constant -17.40 6.97  

Effective Leaders -2.08 2.16 -.08 

Collaborative Teachers -2.95 2.51 -.12 

Supportive 

Environment 

14.129 2.21 .57** 

Ambitious Instruction -.96 2.47 -.03 

Involved Families 11.62 1.88 .54** 

Step 2    

Constant -22.63 4.59  

Supportive 

Environment 

11.93 1.95 .48** 

Involved Families 9.88 1.72 .46** 
Note: R

2
 = .76 for Step 1, ΔR

2
 = -.02 for Step 2 (p = .18). ** p < .001. 

 

Table 19 provides a summary of results for a regression analysis of statistically 

significant collective efficacy factors in rural high schools. Again, multiple steps 

were taken in this analysis to attempt to determine the collective efficacy factors 

with the greatest predictive influence on college readiness scores for rural high 

schools. In the initial regression, all five collective efficacy factors accounted for 

31% of the variance in the test [R
2
 = .31, F(5, 239) = 21.14], with an Adjusted R

2
 

value of .29. Three collective efficacy factors (Effective Leaders, Supportive 

Environment and Involved Families) were found to meet a minimum significance 

threshold of p < .05. These three factors accounted for 31% of the variance in the 

test [R
2
 = .31, F(3, 241) = 35.33, p < .001], with an Adjusted R

2
 value of .30. As 

with the regression analysis of the full sample of Illinois high schools, a third 

regression was run for the two variables (Supportive Environment and Involved 
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Families) with beta values demonstrating positive impact on the relationship with 

the constant (college readiness scores). In this step of the model, the two factors 

accounted for 28% of the variance in the test [R
2
 = .28, F(2, 242) = 46.67, p < 

.001], with an Adjusted R
2
 value of .27. The summary of regression statistics is 

presented in Table 19. 

 

Table 19. Summary of Regression Analysis of All Collective Efficacy Factors 

Predicting College Readiness in Rural High Schools (n = 245) 
Variable B SE B β 

Step 1    

Constant 15.23 3.73  

Effective Leaders -3.03 1.29 -.18* 

Collaborative Teachers -.62 1.36 -.04 

Supportive 

Environment 

3.17 1.29 .18* 

Ambitious Instruction .61 1.15 .04 

Involved Families 8.48 1.24 .52** 

Step 2    

Constant 15.88 3.34  

Effective Leaders -3.35 1.09 -.19* 

Supportive 

Environment 

3.48 1.15 .20* 

Involved Families 8.29 1.10 .51** 

Step 3    

Constant 12.48 3.21  

Supportive 

Environment 

2.65 1014 .15* 

Involved Families 7.13 1.05 .44** 
Note: R

2
 = .31 for Step 1, ΔR

2
 = -.00 for Step 2 (p = .81), ΔR

2
 = -.03 for Step 3 (p < .05).  

* p < .05. ** p < .001. 
 

As a final examination of the data, regression analysis was performed to 

determine if the percentage of low-income students in school, or the percentage of 

a specific ethnic group, could predict college readiness. A statistically significant 

regression equation was found [F(8, 370) = 125.47, p < .001], with an Adjusted R
2
 

of .73. Two variables were found to meet the required level of significance for this 

study (p < .05): % Low Income and % Asian. A second regression was conducted 

and a statistically significant regression equation was constructed [F(2, 376) = 

489.76, p < .001], with an Adjusted R
2
 of .72. Table 20 displays these results. 
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Table 20. Summary of Regression Analysis of Demographic Data Predicting 

College Readiness for Illinois High Schools (n = 379) 
Variable B SE B β 

Step 1    

Constant 31.80 46.76  

% Low Income -.60 .04 -.79*** 

% White .33 .47 .61 

% African American .32 .47 .45 

% Hispanic .38 .47 .43 

% Asian 1.28 .49 .29** 

% American Indian 2.54 1.82 .04 

% 2+ Races .87 .54 .10 

% Pacific Islander .42 2.92 .00 

Step 2    

Constant 66.24 1.20  

% Low Income -.60 .02 -.78*** 

% Asian 1.04 .12 .24*** 

Note: R
2
 = .73 for Step 1, ΔR

2
 = -.008 for Step 2 (p < .001). *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p <.001. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

At the beginning of this study, the suggested framework (systems theory) was 

used to hypothesize the relationships among collective efficacy factors and student 

achievement. In this framework, Effective Leaders, or leadership, was viewed as 

the driving force for organizational change and reform in schools (Bryk et al., 

2010). Indeed, research has reported the importance of strong leadership to school 

improvement. For example, Calik, Sezgin, Kavgaci and Kilinc (2012) found there 

to be a significant relationship between effective instructional leadership (as 

perceived by teachers) and collective efficacy of teachers. Ingersoll et al. (2018) 

claimed that good school leadership is tied to higher student achievement. 

Leithwood and Jantzi (1999) found that principals impact student engagement. 

However, data in this study shows minimal positive and sometimes negative 

correlations between leadership and student achievement, especially in comparison 

to other efficacy factors. Effective Leaders consistently demonstrated lower 

correlations with student achievement even though it had the highest correlations 

with Collaborative Teachers. Despite this finding, Collaborative Teachers also 

consistently demonstrated lower correlations with student achievement compared 

to Supportive Environment and Involved Families. 

Studies indicate that leaders provide vision and direction for their organization 

to operate, ensure effective and efficient use of resources, and produce needed 

outcomes (Ingersoll et al., 2018; Day & Gurr, 2014; Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999). 

Ross and Gray (2006) found that transformational leadership has positive impact 

on teacher collective efficacy and, as a result on increasing the perceived capacity 

of teachers to improve student achievement. These findings suggest an indirect 

effect of leaders on student achievement gains. Indirect effects may explain the 

minimal and weak correlation results found between Effective Leaders and student 
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achievement. The study found some negative impacts when leadership was used 

as a predictor of student achievement, specifically among students in the city of 

Chicago. These findings raise questions, not only about our understandings of 

direct and indirect roles that school leaders play in the development of collective 

efficacy levels and student achievement, but also the efficacy of the instrument 

itself (5Essentials Survey) and the use of the five essentials as factors critical to 

learning environment. 

The study found moderate to high correlations between school leadership and 

the other efficacy factors with the least correlation found between Effective 

Leaders and Ambitious Instruction and the highest between Effective Leaders and 

Collaborative Teachers. In terms of student achievement, the highest correlations 

with efficacy factors were found between College Readiness and Involved 

Families followed by Supportive Environment. It seems, from this study that while 

school leadership has higher effects on teacher collaboration; teacher collaboration 

has the least effects on College Readiness/student achievement. On the other hand, 

collective efficacy factors of Involved Families and Supportive Environment 

predicted academic achievement (College Readiness), thus having the higher 

effects. In other words, a supportive environment in school and involved families 

seem to have greater impact on high school success compared to effective leader 

and teachers.  

While these findings may point to the need for school leaders and their 

communities to focus on factors related to involving families and creating 

supportive environments (Calik et al., 2012); they also create the need to re-think 

the roles of school leaders and teachers in relation to high school student 

achievement. The questions that this study raises are: why did ambitious 

instruction not predict academic outcomes and why was ambitious instruction 

rated so highly by teachers and students? Donohoo, Hattie and Eells (2018) 

suggest that the role of the school leader is to ―…help educators make the link 

between their collective actions and student outcomes‖ (p. 42). This research 

shows a gap between teacher actions and student achievement and suggests that 

teacher collective actions should focus on improving involvement of families and 

creating supportive environments in high schools. These may be done through 

identification and engagement with Bandura‘s efficacy informants that include 

mastery of performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal 

persuasions, and emotional arousals. As suggested by Bandura (1993), the practice 

of efficacy informants in the spirit of reciprocity can strengthen the relevant 

collective efficacy factors and their impacts on students‘ academic outcomes.  

 

 

Conclusions and Implications 
 

This study found that student achievement, as measured by college readiness, 

is most impacted by the involvement of families, followed by the supportive 

learning environments as perceived by teachers and students in response to the 

5Essentials survey. This finding is supported by other research. For example, the 

development of peer and family networks, such as those discussed by Wolniak and 
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Engberg (2009), Young, Johnson, Hawthorne and Pugh (2011), and Nelson and 

DeBacker (2008), show that positive experiences in high schools lead to secondary 

and post-secondary school success. Positive experiences, both personal and 

vicarious are the sources of positive connections to school and the development of 

a school-going culture, as described by Conley (2008). It is therefore, incumbent 

upon high schools to create greater opportunities for families to become engaged 

in the communal life of their high school. Specifically, school leaders should 

enable community involvement in the development and evaluation of school 

curricula, understanding of the school improvement planning process and 

knowledge of resources that can positively impact student academics, and 

exposure to educational experiences in which students and their families gain 

firsthand understanding and knowledge of the educational environment and how 

to navigate it. Just as Conley (2008) affirmed, the development of college 

knowledge leads to success in post-secondary schools and therefore, families 

should develop a deeper understanding of the high school system and build a sense 

of connectedness with opportunities for vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, 

and emotional arousal for greater levels of collective efficacy and student 

achievement. 

It is of the essence that schools take steps to create supportive environments 

that enable children to experience mastery in addition to the above-mentioned 

efficacy factors, specifically students that are in schools that serve large numbers 

of families of low-income. From the data presented in this study, along with 

research by Evans (2009) and Gordon, Klugman, Sebring and Sporte (2016), a strong 

relationship exists between low income status and low achievement scores. For 

this reason, ensuring that students see the learning environment as safe and 

welcoming is a critical first step to support learning. Making sure that interventions 

that relate to efficacy factors are in place so that when students experience 

academic and/or social challenges, actions that help them achieve some level of 

success and signals that perseverance is important, can be taken immediately.  

It is essential that a clear, consistent message that defines rigorous instruction 

as it relates to student outcomes is provided for students and teachers in schools. In 

this study, even though Chicago high schools posted the lowest percentage of 

students meeting college readiness benchmarks, they reported the highest 

incidence of perceived levels of Ambitious Instruction. The perceived levels of 

ambitious instruction did not yield expected or predict academic outcomes. 

Considering that research that is the foundation for the 5Essentials Survey was 

done in Chicago schools (Gordon et al., 2016; Bryk et al., 2010), the hypothesis 

that the presence or practice of 5Essentials should have positive impacts on 

academic outcomes should have been especially true in Chicago schools. 

However, schools in Chicago reported high scores in collective efficacy factors, 

specifically Ambitious Instruction, but this did not correlate positively with or 

predict College Readiness as would be expected. Involved Families was the 

common predictor of student achievement in all groups with Supportive 

Environment being a predictor among rural and suburban high schools. This 

finding points to the unique challenges present in urban and low-income 

environments including extreme poverty, lowered expectations, lack of resources 
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to create supportive environments for students, and perpetual lower academic 

achievement (Gehrke, 2005). The grip of these challenges seems too strong that 

even high levels of Ambitious Instruction cannot mitigate their effects. These 

challenges likely distort conceptualization of academic rigor to the extent that what 

students perceive as rigor does not yield high academic outcomes. Chicago 

schools had the lowest percentage of students that are college ready and the largest 

standard deviation, indicating the existence of extremes (absolute poverty and 

wealth) and the intensity of impacts. We recommend further investigation into the 

mismatch between student perceptions of academic rigor and academic 

achievement and to contextualize the usefulness of the 5Essentials in advancing 

learning in high schools and the use of the 5Essential Survey to determine school 

needs or school culture. 

Based on the conceptual framework used in this study and our findings, we 

suggest a revised conception of the functions of the 5Essentials. First, we see 

Effective Leaders not just as inputs, but as major and active part of all aspects of 

throughput in the organization. The leaders serve as guides creating the parameters 

within which Collaborative Teachers interact and deliver Ambitious Instruction. 

Secondly, around the leader, teachers, and students is a Supportive Environment 

that cultivates safety, high expectations, and care for one another within the 

school. And thirdly, the supportive environment is enriched by strong relations 

with families and communities (Involved Families) who regularly access the 

school to support the school and the students. 
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