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Abstract

Substantial research has established the connection between students’ beliefs in a just world
(BJW) and their perceptions of and behaviors in the school. While much of that research has
acknowledged that the relationship between BJW and school variables must be bi-directional,
little empirical evidence exists on how the school climate shapes students’ perceptions of
justice. This study draws from a comprehensive sample of Brazilian students from third through
twelfth grade (n=18,514) across 122 public schools in Southern Brazil. Results reveal that school
climate variables account for 12.1-19.6% of the variance of students’ BJW, with middle school
being a time of strongest influence. Perceptions of rule fairness, student—student relationships,
and positive and socio-emotional learning techniques were significant predictors across all
grade levels. Additional analyses revealed that teachers’ positive and socio-emotional
techniques can act as a moderator between school climate and students’ BJW. The results
provide more tangible ways to integrate just world research into the educational context by
bridging the gap between school climate research and just world theory. This study provides
empirical data for the bidirectionality of BJW and school context and opens the discussion on

how the school sets students’ future expectations of justice.
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1 Introduction

Schools are powerful socializing agents and have the power to influence students’
worldviews and expectations of fairness. It is well established that students’ perceptions of
justice influence their performance and well-being at school (Correia and Dalbert 2007; Donat
et al. 2016; Peter et al. 2012, 2013). However, how the school shapes students’ understandings
of justice is discussed in theory, but has not been empirically analyzed on a large scale. Most
research on belief in a just world (BJW) in the schools has hand-picked a few aspects of school
climate such as school fairness, or teacher justice, to see how BJW predicts those perceptions
(e.g. Donat et al. 2018b; Peter and Dalbert 2010; Thomas and Mucherah 2018). However, to
our knowledge, there has not been a large-scale study that has gathered information on BJW as
well as a full school climate school profile. The purpose of this study is to understand which, if
any, school climate dimensions predict students’ BJW. This study enhances the understanding
of contextual influencers on BJW development while bridging the gap between BJW and school
climate research. Additionally, there is little research on BJW with a younger student sample.
Most research is in high school, and most is from a European context such as Germany (Dalbert
and Stoeber 2005; Donat et al. 2016; Peter and Dalbert 2010) and Portugal (Correia and Dalbert
2007, 2008). The present study adds to the literature by making a case for how the school can
influence students’ perceptions of justice and demonstrate these relationships in a large
Brazilian sample from elementary to high school, furthering the reach of contemporary

theories.

1.1 BJW: school context, origins, and development

According to just world theory (Lerner 1980), people have a need to believe that the
world is fair and this belief is a motivating factor in much of human behavior and
rationalization. BJW has been widely studied in developmental and educational psychology as a
personal resource, a way to promote an internal sense of control, trust, and safety when faced
with the unknown. When people have a high BJW, they believe they will be treated fairly and
will receive what they deserve. Research has long differentiated between a general BJW (belief

that the world at large is fair) and a personal BJW (PBJW; belief that one’s own reality is fair)



(Lipkus et al. 1996; Dalbert 1999). The former has been linked with harsh social attitudes such
as blaming the victim in order to cognitively establish justice and thus diminish the threat and
cognitive dissonance that injustice poses (Dalbert 1999; Sutton and Douglas 2005). The latter is
primarily studied in developmental and educational psychology as a useful individual difference
that can help individuals feel safe and in control of their realities.

The most common research model proposed in the literature is that some measure of
school fairness/justice mediates the relationship between PBJW and a school- based outcome.
For example, research has found that students’ PBJW predicted their judgments of teacher
justice (Correia and Dalbert 2007; Dalbert and Stoeber 2005; Donat et al. 2012, 2016, 2017,
2018b; Peter and Dalbert 2010; Peter et al. 2012, 2013), which in turn predicted less bullying
(Donat et al. 2012), less school distress (Correia and Dalbert 2007; Peter et al. 2013), better
grades (Peter et al. 2012), less school refusal (Donat et al. 2017), higher well-being (Donat et al.
2016), positive attitudes toward school (Donat et al. 2016), less social problems (Donat et al.
2016) and better classroom climate assessments (Peter and Dalbert 2010). PBJW has pre-
dicted higher grades and better justice attributions of grades (Dalbert and Stoeber 2005),
greater life satisfaction (Correia and Dalbert 2007), higher self-esteem and greater support for
victims of bullying (Fox et al. 2010), less self-reported bullying behavior (Correia and Dalbert
2008; Donat et al. 2018a), and less feelings of exclusion (Umlauft and Dalbert 2017). Students’
evaluations of school fairness have also been used as partial mediator between PBJW and
student conduct (Thomas and Mucherah 2018). The current literature supports the
understanding that PBJW is a personal resource that helps students expect to be treated fairly
within the school. A high PBJW outlook makes students more optimistic and helps them
assimilate experiences, abide by the social order, and feel a sense of belonging (Peter et al.
2013).

All of the research cited above has followed the model that students’ PBJW is an
individual characteristic that students bring to school which in turn influences their perception
of the school climate and their teachers’ behaviors. This model emanates from the
understanding that students are not a blank slate, but bring expectations that influence their

perceptions and interpretations. While this is true, at some point there must be a bidirectional



relationship where the school also shapes students’ PBJW. Researchers frequently acknowledge
this reality in the implications section of the published articles. Authors frequently recommend
the that school administrators and teachers be mindful of how their behavior could be
influencing students’ worldviews of justice. For example, Correia and Dalbert (2007) suggested
that the school is a prime agent in strengthening or damaging students’ trust in justice. Peter
and Dalbert (2010) concluded that schools should be a just environment so students can
develop a strong BJW. Donat et al. (2012, 20183, b) state that experiences of teacher justice (or
injustice) are assimilated into the developing BJW. They propose that, with age, contexts
outside of the family are more likely to influence adolescents’ BJW (Donat et al. 20183, b).
Another article acknowledged that ongoing experiences with injustice would inevitably weaken
PBJW resulting in a worse coping ability (Peter et al. 2012). However, none of these articles
looked at PBJW as an outcome variable, instead, all of them put PBJW as one of the first
variables in the model.

While the literature acknowledges that, at some point, the relationship between BIW
and school factors becomes bi-directional, there is not much empirical work that proposes a
model where PBJW is an outcome variable. Most articles reference one relatively small
longitudinal study published in 2006. Dalbert and Stoeber (2006) conducted a 5 to 8-month
longitudinal analysis with German adolescents that revealed that a just school climate and a
just family climate individually influenced PBJW. One widely cited study demonstrated a strong
relationship between a just family climate and PBJW (Dalbert and Radant 2004), leading to
the understanding that individuals’ PBJW likely originates from their experiences of justice
within their family life. Children whose parents live together tend to have higher PBJW
compared with those raised in one-parent households (Sallay and Dalbert 2004). A more recent
study supports that claim by demonstrating that parental warmth at age 13 predicted PBJW
at age 15, and PBJW at age 15 was also predicted by how much the adolescents trusted their
parents (Umemura and Serek 2016). While these studies are promising leads of what shapes
BJW, more evidence is needed concerning what aspects of the school climate are predictive
of students’ PBJW.

The current study does not negate any of the previous findings regarding how PBJW



influences students’ school perceptions and interactions. That relationship is well-
investigated and well-supported. However, the relationship is likely bi- directional and there is
little to no research investigating the other direction. Evidence suggests that the trajectory of
development may be different across school types (Thomas and Napolitano 2017) or school
tracks (Dalbert 2001), indicating the school context may shape BJW. If a student experiences a
profound bullying experience or, alternatively, has a really positive adult role model in the
school, these experiences may shape their expectations of justice in the future. As evidenced in
the cited articles above, authors have frequently written discussion sections implying that BJW
is an outcome, not just a predictor. It is challenging to draft any real-world implications
without writing about how students’ experiences in the school will also influence their
expectations of justice.

Most studies cited in this literature review remind the reader that justice is a
subjective experience and that teachers and administrators must be mindful of how their
students are interpreting their acts and rule enforcement (Donat et al. 2017, 20183, b;
Peter and Dalbert 2010). While that vague implication is the most empirically-sound
argument to be made from the subjective construct of teacher justice, it is not tangible
enough to generate measurable change that could strengthen students’ PBJW. Peter and
Dalbert (2010) have already called for future studies to understand the origin of the
relationship between BJW and school climate. This study attempts to respond to this call with a
cross-sectional study design.

Some BJW researchers have tried to draft more specific implications to make the
research more applicable to educators. Researchers have suggested that justice could be
fostered by opening up more discussion and encouraging students to express their
perspectives (Donat et al. 20183, b), or by treating students with more dignity, civility and
respect to help students develop emotional stability (Donat et al. 2017). While these are
theoretically appropriate, the research did not specifically assess these aspects of school
climate and did not measure their prediction effect on PBJW. One study called for future
research designs to seek to understand what contextual characteristics strengthen or weaken

students’ BJW. School climate is a well-established research domain that has generated



numerous assessments and pro- grams to improve education. It is necessary to tie BJW
educational research to the current school climate literature in order to speak a language that
many educational researchers already understand, as well as address more specific school
dimensions when implicating development of justice perceptions. The following section will
outline some recent developments in school climate literature and outline some of its sub-

categories.

1.2 School climate

School climate is a multidimensional term that encompasses many facets of the school
environment such as the norms, goals values, relationships, teaching and learning practices and
organizational structures (National School Climate Council 2007). There are many well-validated
comprehensive measures available and each one has specific sub-scales. Many of these have
been developed based on Baum- rind’s authoritative discipline theory (Baumrind 1971; Bear et
al. 2014) which divides authority styles based on their levels of responsiveness and demanding-
ness. According to Baumrind’s model, authorities must be both highly responsive and highly
demanding for optimal development of children/students. While originally developed as a
parenting typology, school climate research has found fruitfully applied this approach to
educational contexts, especially within the authoritative school climate theory (Konold et al.
2014; Amaral et al. 2019). Within the authoritative school climate literature, these dimensions
are also referred to as support (responsiveness) and disciplinary structure (demandingness)
(Gregory et al. 2010).

Support refers to the interpersonal relationships with adults and students’ felt sense of
respect and social care. Structure involves the clarity of rules, their enforcement, and the sense
of safety within the school. Recent research has emphasized the benefits of an authoritative
school climate linking it with lower exposure to violence and victimization (Fisher et al. 2017;
Gregory et al. 2010; Konold et al. 2017; Amaral et al. 2019), increased student engagement
(Cornell et al. 2016; Konold et al. 2017), and higher sense of safety (Gregory et al. 2010), and
higher academic success (Cornell et al. 2016). Even after controlling for parental education

level, race, gender, grade, and school demographics, schools with an authoritative climate had



lower levels of drug and alcohol use, bullying, gang membership, fights, and suicidal thoughts
and behavior (Cornell and Huang 2016).

The current study measures school climate utilizing the Delaware School Climate Scale
(DSCS) (Bear et al. 2014) which was also based on Baumrind’s authoritative discipline theory.
The following scales are embedded within the dimension of disciplinary structure: clarity of
expectations, fairness of rules, and safety. Research has demonstrated that clear rules and
boundaries enable the development of student resilience (Riekie et al. 2016). School safety and
structure is a strong predictor of school disorder and is negatively related to victimization, gang
violence and drug availability (Bryson and Childs 2018). Safety is theoretically linked with justice
perceptions because a high PBJW enables a high sense of internal locus of control and sense of
safety from random injustices (Dalbert 2009). Past research on PBJW in the schools has
mentioned the importance of having clear and fair rules (Thomas and Mucherah 2018), but, to
date, research has not used the full and detailed measure of school climate to adequately
understand its relationship to PBJW.

Within the DSCS support dimensions, lie the following sub-scales: respect for diversity,
teacher—student relationships, and student—student relationships. Bryson and Childs (2018)
recently documented how a school climate’s level of respect for diversity can help combat
bullying within the school, a phenomenon that is well- linked to students’ PBJW (Correia and
Dalbert 2008; Donat et al. 2012, 20184, b; Fox et al. 2010). Student—student relationships are
important piece in school climate support dimensions. This peer-relationship construct has
been linked to stronger academic initiative (Danielsen et al. 2010), lower levels of relational
aggression (Elsaesser et al. 2013), and negatively predictive of class participation and school
avoidance (Buhs et al. 2006). Lastly, teacher—student relationships are predictive of school
engagement (Martin and Collie 2018) and lower student dropout rates (Barlie et al. 2012), while
also moderating the ill-effects of victimization (Alexander et al. 2011). Additionally, higher
teacher emotional support is associated with lower stu- dent emotional and behavioral
problems (Yeung and Leadbeater 2010). Similarly, PBJW literature has repeatedly measured
teacher justice and linked it to both PBJW and numerous outcomes as outlined in the literature

review above. Relationships between students and teachers are often cited in PBJW



educational research as the primary way students subjectively experience the justice of their
teachers’ behavior toward them personally (Dalbert and Stoeber 2006; Donat et al. 2017). The
literature often suggests that, to increase teacher justice perceptions, teachers emphasize that
students are accepted and belong to the group (Donat et al. 2012, 2017, 20184, b). However,
the instruments used in previous research have not directly measured teacher—student
relationships.

When considering the approaches used by teachers to manage students’ behaviors, the
Delaware School Climate instrument also has three scales to measure the techniques teachers
use: positive; punitive; and socio-emotional learning (SEL). Positive behavioral techniques use
praises, recognition, and rewards to stimulate desired behaviors (Bear et al. 2014). These types
of techniques have been linked with less suspensions, expulsions and disciplinary referrals
(Mclntosh et al. 2010) and are often considered much more effective than punitive techniques
that utilize punishment, student removal, verbal reprimands or shaming to shape behavior (Bear
et al. 2014). SEL techniques focus on teaching students how to handle their emo- tions and
building social skills such as perspective-taking and empathy (Bear et al. 2014; Elias and Schwab
2006). SEL techniques have been found to be associated with fewer discipline referrals and
higher attendance and lower dropout rates (Free- man et al. 2016). Due to its empirical
evidence, many schools have adopted pro- grams to implement SEL techniques and a recent
meta-analysis of 213 school pro- grams found that these interventions were associated with
positive social behaviors and attitudes, fewer conduct problems and lower levels of emotional
distress (Durlak et al. 2011).

The techniques and school climate scales that are included in the current study will help
provide a clearer understanding of what teacher behaviors and school con- text variables
predict stronger or weaker PBJW. Whereas in the past school implications on PBJW research
have relied on more theoretical and creative abstractions, this study will allow more

empirically-based targeted advice for schools.

1.3 Current study

The current study has two main focuses. The first is to understand which aspects of



school climate are predictive of PBJW and different developmental levels. While this study does
not attempt to establish developmental trajectories, it is important to split the results by
elementary, middle, and high school participants to allow for developmental differences. The
results are also split in the first analysis to understand if, in line with prior theoretical
suggestions, PBJW is more susceptible to influence in adolescence compared with childhood
(when they are theoretically understood to be more influenced by home environment).

The second focus is to understand the complex relationship between the support and
disciplinary structure dimensions of school climate, teacher techniques, and PBJW. School
environment can influence teachers’ management techniques (Dur- lak et al. 2011), and this
study seeks to understand if teacher techniques (positive, punitive, and SEL) moderate the
relationship between school climate variables and PBJW. This would thus allow for more clear
implications for what teachers can do within a complex school climate to moderate their

students’ developing perceptions of justice.

2 Method
21 Procedure

As a part of a larger initiative, aimed at preventing peer victimization in schools, school
climate surveys were conducted in 122 schools. The study was approved by the Research
Ethics Committee at the Federal University of Parana. Written informed consent from the
schools’ principals was obtained prior to data collection. Oral assent process was used with the
students with a standardized script before administration of the classroom survey. Students
who did not assent were given an alternative activity. All data were collected at schools during
class time, the duration of data collection was approximately 40 min. Following data collection,
forms were processed and a short summary of school level descriptive results was provided to
schools, which subsequently received support on interpreting these preliminary data to
understand and improve their school climate. Within the Brazilian education system,
compulsory education is divided in preschool, Fundamental education (1st-5th grade),
Fundamental Il education (6th—9th grade), and high school (10th—12th grade). This study

respects those educational divides, but to facilitate international comprehension, these will be



referred to as elementary, middle, and high school respectively. There is no conflict of interest

to report in this study.

2.2 Measures

This study includes six subscales of the original DSCS, the three support scales (student—
student relationships, teacher—student relationships, and respect for diversity), the three
structure scales (clarity of expectations, fairness of rules, and school safety), and the three
teacher technique scales (punitive, positive, and socio-emotional learning). These have been
previously translated and validated for a Brazilian student sample (Bear et al. 2016). The
personal belief in a just world scale (Dalbert 1999) was also included and has been
previously used in Brazilian adolescent samples (Thomas and Napolitano 2017; Thomas et al.
2019). All items were answered on a four-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. See Table 1 for the number of items per scale, sample items, and reliability
analysis.

The only scale that was below an acceptable threshold (< 0.60) was the punitive
technique scale. Because of the low reliability, a factor analysis was con- ducted on all three
techniques to verify the expected three-factor structure. A scree plot did reveal that the
three-factor solution best fit the data and all of the punitive technique items loaded on one
construct with a loading > 0.40, which is deemed acceptable, particularly noting the large
sample size (Field 2000), and the items did not cross-load on the other factors. The factor
analysis was a follow-up analysis and not a part of the original plan because this instrument has
been previously validated on a Brazilian sample (Holst et al. 2016). For further investigation, the
reliability analysis was separated by school ages and its reliability scores were a =0.558 in
elementary school, a=0.563 in middle school, and a =0.626 in high school. Deleting a single
item would not have benefited the reliability coefficients in any of the analysis. The low
reliability of this scale indicates that results should be interpreted cautiously regarding this
construct, particularly in elementary and middle school, and further work should be done to

develop this scale.



2.3 Participants

A total of 18,514 students between elementary (n=3875), middle (n=8221), and
high school (n =6418), completed the survey across 122 schools in southern Brazil.
Approximately half self-identified as White (49.52%), and male (49.60%). The demographics of
the student sample mirrored the demographics of the state population. Students ages

ranged from seven to 20 years old (M=13.09; SD =2.77).

Table 1 Scales and reliability analysis

Scale Items Sample item Cronbach’s
a

Clarity of expectation 4 It is clear how students are expected to 0.661
act

Fairness of rules 4 The consequences of breaking rules are 0.746
fair

School safety 3 Students feel safe 0.841

Respect for diversity 5 Students respect others who are 0.659
different.

Student—student 4 Students treat each other with respect 0.782

relationships

Teacher—student 4 Teachers care about their students 0.795

relationships

Punitive techniques 5 Students are often sent out of class for 0.597
breaking rules

Positive techniques 6 Students are often given rewards for  0.832
being good

SEL techniques 6 Students are taught to understand how 0.735
others think and feel

Personal belief in a just 7 | usually get what | deserve 0.775

world

3 Results

3.1  Focus 1: School climate predicting PBIW

We conducted a hierarchical multiple regression to understand which school climate
variables were most predictive of students’ PBJW. Gender and age were included as covariates
in the first model. This was an exploratory analysis to determine which dimensions of school
climate variables predict PBJW; therefore, all school climate variables were entered
simultaneously. We split the output by elementary, middle, and high schools, in order to allow
for developmental differences and understand potential differences in predictive effects.

Results revealed that rule fairness, student—student relationships, positive behavioral



techniques, and socio-emotional learning techniques were significant predictors across all
grade levels (see Table 2). Clarity of expectations, respect for diversity, and teacher-student
relationships were predictors in middle and high school. School safety and punitive technique

were only significant predictors among middle school students.

3.2 Focus 2: Support, structure, techniques, and PBJW

Respecting the theoretical basis of support and structure in school climate research, we
investigated how these dimensions interact with management techniques and relate to PBJW.
The goal is to determine if there are predictable ways that schools and students differ in PBJW
based on classroom climate variables. For this focus, an intra-correlations coefficients analysis
was conducted to determine the best way to nest the data. Then a latent class analysis allowed
us to determine four different groups of schools based on their levels of support and structure
(see Fig. 1). These groups were then used to differentiate teacher management strategies on

students’ PBJW.

3.3  Preliminary analysis: intra-correlation coefficients

So as to best tailor the analyses on the class structure and support variables, we began
by examining the proportion of variability in each at the individual, classroom and school level
using intra-class correlations. As expected, most of the variability in the clarity, fairness, safety,
and respect for diversity variables was at the individual level (see Table 3). Other than for school
safety, there was more classroom level variability than school level variability. Given this, we felt

justified nesting individuals within classrooms, but not school.

3.4 Multi-level analyses

Multi-level analyses of PBJW began with an unconditional model with only the dependent
variable. The intra-class correlation revealed that 86.67% of the variability was at the
individual level and the remaining 13.33% at the classroom level. This reflected a significant

portion of classroom level variability (X(ZSM) =3184.48,p < .05).



Table 2 Multiple regression predicting students’ personal beliefs in a just world

Elementary school Middle school High school

B SE Beta B SE Beta B SE Beta
Model 1
Gender 0.037 0.033 0.020 0.085 0.021 0.047*** 0.157 0.022 0.094***
Age 0.004 0.004 0.016 -0.023 0.003 —0.088*** -0.018 0.004 —0.065***
F 1.027 35.007*** 38.230***
Adjusted R? 0.000 0.009 0.012
Model 2
Gender 0.060 0.031 0.033 0.059 0.019 0.033** 0.098 0.021 0.058***
Age 0.003 0.024 -0.018 -0.001 0.003 -0.005 -0.009 0.003 —-0.031*
Clarity of expectations -0.019 0.024 -0.018 0.052 0.014 0.048*** 0.036 0.015 0.033*
Rule fairness 0.123 0.025 0.113*** 0.099 0.014 0.101%*** 0.119 0.015 0.121%***
School safety 0.026 0.022 0.027 0.01 0.011 0.011* -0.001 0.011 -0.001
Respect for diversity 0.022 0.029 0.019 0.043 0.018 0.035** 0.048 0.019 0.040%*
Teacher student relationships 0.048 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.015 0.041%** 0.037 0.016 0.038*
Student-student relationships 0.035 0.017 0.044%* 0.081 0.012 0.091*** 0.108 0.013 0.121%%**
Punitive techniques -0.017 0.016 -0.018 -0.025 0.012 -0.023* -0.024 0.012 -0.024
Positive behavioral techniques 0.065 0.023 0.063** 0.092 0.014 0.095*** 0.128 0.015 0.126***
Socio-emotional learning techniques 0.209 0.024  0.195*** 0.199 0.015 0.188*** 0.087 0.016 0.085***
F 38.303*** 159.814*** 99.361***
Adjusted RZ 0.121 0.196 0.155

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; male=1
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Fig. 1 Differentiating four groups of schools based on the dimensions of support and structure

Table 3 Intraclass-correlation coefficients for the classroom structure and support variables

Variables Ind. (level 1) (%) Class (level 2) School (level
(%) 3) (%)

Structure—clarity 83.0 8.7 8.3
Structure—fairness 77.4 13.8 8.8
Structure—safety 719 10.9 17.2
Support—respect for diversity 83.2 9.4 7.4
Support—teacher—student rel. 149 69.9 15.1
Support—student—student rel. 79.8 10.6 9.6

Next, teacher socio-emotional learning, punitive, and positive techniques were

added as correlates of PBJW. Since there is not yet a well-validated way of determining the

amount of variability accounted for in a multi-level analysis (comparable to an R?), PBJW was

standardized so that the coefficients could be compared to help determine the strength of the

variables. As expected, teacher punitive behavior (b=-0.06,SE =0.01, t(s22)=6.58, p<.05)

was negatively associated with PBJW while positive behavior (b=0.17, SE=0.01, t(822) =

13.91, p<.05) and socio-emotional learning (b=0.22, SE=0.01, t(g22)=19.36, p< .05) were

positively associated. All told, teacher techniques reduced prediction error in PBJW by 14.33%,

significantly improving the model (A)cig) =3432.76, p < .05). Moreover, each of the effects in

addition to PBJW overall varied significantly at the level of the classroom

as well (4x(,q,)=889.83-1512.84, p<.05).



Finally, we tested for differences in the associations of teacher punitive behavior,
positive behavior and socio-emotional learning with PBJW as a function of the classroom
teacher structure and support groups. Using the orthogonal contrasts, we added them one at
a time for meaningful reduction in prediction error and significant improvements to the
models. A number of effects emerged. First, there were mean differences in PBJW across the
classroom groups. Not surprisingly, classes that were above average in structure and support
reported higher PBJW (b=0.06, SE =0.04, ts19)=5.60, p <.05). Moreover, very low classes
reported significantly less PBJW than low classes (b =-0.05, SE=0.02, t,o =2.50, p<.05).
The very high classes showed more PBJW than high classes, but this effect was not statistically

significant (b =0.08, SE =0.04, tg19)=1.52,p> .05). All told, the effects reduced prediction error
in the estimation of PBJW by 8.95%, significantly improving the models (A)cé): 58.56, p<.05).

Analyzing the effect of teacher punitive behavior (see Fig. 2), the negative association
with PBJW was marginally weaker among the high and very classes com- pared to the low and

very low classes (b=0.01, SE=0.01, tyq=1.82, p=.07). However, this effect did not reduce
prediction error in the model appreciably and did not significantly improve the model (Ajc?l)=

1.66, p=.20).

The differences in the effect of positive techniques on the other hand were less
equivocal. Here, there was a weaker effect among the high and very classes compared to the
low and very low classes (b=-0.02, SE=0.01, t;g19)=2.06, p <.05). This was further qualified
by the difference between the high and very high classes (b =-0.09, SE=0.04, tg19)=2.13, p<
.05). As shown in Fig. 3, among the high classes, students’ PBJW is already more elevated
such that the effect of positive teacher techniques is less impactful. This is even more apparent
in the very high classes where, even when teacher positive techniques are low, students show
high PBJW. These contrasts only reduced prediction error by 1.16%, not significantly
improving the models (A)cé): 2.89, p>.05).

Lastly, the effect of socio-emotional learning also differed between the high and very
classes compared to the low and very low classes (b=0.02, SE=0.01, t(s19)=2.06, p <.05).

To explain, socio-emotional learning is associated with higher PBJW, but this effect is stronger



among classes higher in structure and support (see Fig. 4). All told, the contrasts reduced
prediction error in the effect of socio-emotional learning by 6.03%, significantly improving the
models (A)cé): 10.29, p<.05).
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4 Discussion
4.1 Predicting PBIW

The first focus of this paper was to understand what aspects of school climate are
predictive of PBJW and, how these might differ across developmental periods. In line with
previous theory, elementary school climate evaluations did not account for as much variance in
PBJW as did middle or high school. This is in line with previous literature (Dalbert and Radant
2004; Donat et al. 20183, b; Peter et al. 2012) indicating that the family may be a larger
influencer in childhood, while school takes an increasing role in later educational stages.
Although the effect size was smaller in elementary school, it is still notable, particularly
because there is little research on elementary school students’ PBJW, and how the school may
shape it. This study demonstrates that it is possible for young students to self-report their
concept of jus- tice at a younger age than we are currently studying and more studies could be
con- ducted understanding how the school is socializing their justice beliefs earlier.

What was surprising was that middle school climate evaluations were stronger
predictors than high school, indicating that middle school is a particularly sensitive period for
school to influence PBJW. While a lot of BJW research is being con- ducted in high schools, this
study is evidence that more resources should be devoted to understanding how middle school

experiences are impacting their worldviews of justice. Perhaps the reason that high school



climate does not have as strong of an effect size compared to middle school is because, as
adolescents age, they are exposed to a broader context and societal issues such as their
awareness of current events, and friends outside of school become a stronger predictor of their
PBJW. Some research on high school students have pointed to other factors that influence their
BJW, such as unemployment (Adoric 2004; Dzuka and Dalbert 2002), work- place fairness and
stress (Adoric 2004; Sallay 2004; Otto and Schmidt 2007), higher education prospects (Adoric
2004), personal and professional goals (Dette et al. 2004) and confidence in the future (Sutton
and Winnard 2007).

Across all models, rule fairness, student—student relationships, positive-behavioral
techniques, and socio-emotional learning techniques were the strongest predictors of PBJW. In
elementary and in middle school, the strongest predictor was socio-emotional learning
techniques. This finding has powerful practical implications for educators and researchers. In
prior studies, most discussion sections center around the importance of educators to be
mindful of how students are interpreting their rule enforcement actions, since justice is a
subjective experience (Donat et al. 2017, 20184, b; Peter and Dalbert 2010). This study allows us
to be more specific in the practical implications. Teachers who actively employ socioemotional
learning techniques may be establishing students’ personal perceptions of justice and
empowering students to take control of and responsibility over their lives.

Relational variables were strong predictors in the models. Student—student relationships
had a steadily stronger predictive value from elementary to high school, suggesting that peer
relationships increase in influence of PBJW throughout adolescence. Teacher—student
relationships are predictive of students’ BJW in middle and high school. How teachers related to
students also can be reflective of one’s standing in and belongingness to the group (Lind and
Tyler 1988) and this has been shown to be closely connected to students’ BJW (Dalbert 2004).

All told, these findings provide more tangible implications to educators and
administrators who desire to help foster a sense of justice and predictability in their students’
lives. When students believe they will be treated fairly and given what they deserve, they are
more likely work hard because they believe they will be compensated appropriately. As

mentioned in the literature review, PBJW is associated with higher grades (Dalbert and Stoeber



2005), report higher well-being, engage in anti- bullying behaviors (Correia and Dalbert 2008;
Fox et al. 2010; Donat et al. 20183, b), follow school rules (Thomas and Mucherah 2018), have
higher growth mind- set (Thomas et al. 2019) and have less feelings of exclusion (Umlauft and
Dalbert 2017). Teachers and administrators can help promote these indirectly by actively
teaching children socio-emotional techniques to handle conflict, promoting strong relationships
with students and among peers, and taking seriously students’ com- plaints about the fairness

of rules.

4.2 Techniques moderating the effects of school climate on PBJW

The second focus of this paper revealed nuanced relationships between school cli-
mate, teacher management techniques, and PBJW. First, through an LCA, structure and support
variables were successfully used to identify natural clusters of classes in the sample. This
analysis revealed four groups with increasing levels of authoritarian climate. Based on these
groups, we learned that teachers’ classroom management behaviors were associated with
students’ PBJW in predictable ways, but these associations varied at the classroom level.

Across all groups, those with higher authoritarian climate (higher structure and
support), reported higher levels of PBJW, further illustrating how school climate may influence
students’ PBJW. However, teacher techniques moderated this predictive relationship, at times
increasing its effectiveness, or buffering against its potentially negative effect. For example,
punitive techniques had a negative relationship with students’ PBJW, but classes higher in
authoritarian climate very weakly buffered this effect. In contrast, even if schools had a worse
school climate (lower sup- port and structure), students still maintained a higher PBJW if their
teachers applied positive management techniques. And in schools that had a highly
authoritarian culture, their PBJW was high even if they teachers did not employ positive
management techniques. This seems to indicate that both the school and the teacher can help
buffer the negative effects of the other on one’s PBJW. Socio-emotional learn- ing techniques
had similar positive effects, but more accentuated than the other two techniques. Children in
classes with both high structure and support, who also report high levels of socio-emotional

techniques, report even higher levels of PBJW.



When students are continuously exposed to a school context that is not responsive to
their needs, and without a clear structure and predictable and consistent rules, they are at risk
of developing a chronic expectation of personal injustice. If students do not expect to be
treated fairly and get what they deserve, they are less likely to be motivated to work hard for
long-term goals, and feel more easily threatened because they are more prone to thoughts of
unfair treatment and threats of sudden injustices. This study can provide hope by
demonstrating that, even if students are in a negative (low authoritative) school climate, if they
have a teacher who utilizes many positive and SEL techniques, the teacher may be able to
buffer the negative effects of the school. This finding provides a tangible guide for educators

who wish to apply the educational research of PBJW to their classroom contexts.

5 Limitations, strengths, and future directions

While this study does make some tentative developmental inferences based on
differences in elementary, middle school, and high school, longitudinal studies must be
conducted to determine temporal precedence and validate a causal relationship between
school climate and PBJW. Future studies should especially target its development in middle
school, as that appeared to be a particularly sensitive period for adolescents to be influenced
by the school context.

Much of the literature on this topic has been set in European schools with pre-
dominantly middle to upper class students. This study broadens the scope of the literature by
conducting a large-scale study in a traditionally under-studied population. It should be noted
that this study only included students from public schools in southern Brazil. Therefore, this
analysis does not include many affluent or middle- upper class students, since many families of
higher socio-economic statuses send their children to private institutions.

This study used a well-known American school climate survey that had been previously
validated in a Brazilian sample. However, this is not an exhaustive list of all the dimensions of
school climate and it is possible that other school climate dimensions may shape PBJW.
Additionally, the punitive technique scale had a low Cronbach’s alpha in this sample. This may

be because many of the surveys were administered by the teachers and these items may be



particularly sensitive to provide accurate information in front of the teachers. This may be why
it was not a strong predictor in the models. Further research should work on a stronger
measurement in this population and continue to research the effects of punitive techniques on
students’ perceptions of justice.

To our knowledge, this is the first study that shows that PBJW can vary at the classroom
level, and they reveal a powerful picture on how school context can shape students’ perceptions
of justice. The results of this study provide a clearer picture for educators and researchers to
understand how school climate contributes to students’ justice perceptions. It is meant to help
bridge the gap between school climate research, and the literature on just world beliefs in

hopes of making the implications more tangible and stimulate further research.
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