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Abstract
School satisfaction is a key indicator of education quality in addition to academic 
achievement and student’s coping efficacy, as well as an important factor to prevent 
school dropout. The primary aim of this study was to investigate how high-school 
students’ school identification and self-efficacy were associated with school satis-
faction. The study included controls for gender, education programme and parental 
education level. A self-report questionnaire was administered to high-school stu-
dents at three upper secondary schools in Norway. The sample included 794 first 
year students. No respondents refrained from participating in the study. Most of 
the students in the study were satisfied with school. The current study underscores 
the importance of school identification. School identification was found to be more 
important for the students’ school satisfaction than self-efficacy. Moreover, accord-
ing to the results, teachers’ social identity leadership appears to play an important 
role in students’ school satisfaction. The findings imply that the teachers’ social 
identity leadership is imperative in classroom management.

Keywords  School identification · Social identity leadership · Self-efficacy · School 
satisfaction · Classroom management

1  Introduction

Satisfaction and well-being at school has become significant foci in school polices 
as well as an explicit educational aim (see White 2007; Coleman 2009; Currie et al. 
2012; UNESCO 2016; OECD 2017). Kirkcaldy et al. (2004), examining data from 
30 countries, found a positive relationship between subjective well-being and ado-
lescents’ academic achievement. Students who do not like school are those who are 
most likely to have a lower academic performance, higher school non-attendance 
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and to be at greatest risk of dropping out. A large proportion of young people drop 
out of school because they view formal education as irrelevant (Scott 2015).

The present study was carried out among Norwegian students in general and 
vocational upper secondary school. High-school (Upper Secondary School) in Nor-
way is optional, but according to The Norwegian Education Act (1998, Sect. 3-1) 
all adolescents between 15 and 24  years old are entitled to free upper secondary 
education. The general tracks are three years long, preparing for tertiary education, 
whereas vocational tracks are usually four years long, including two years in appren-
ticeship at regular work places (Bäckman et al. 2015). According to the Regulation 
relating to The Norwegian Education Act (2006, Sect. 3-3), students in upper sec-
ondary education who have more than ten percent undocumented absence in single 
subjects will not be allowed to get grades in this subject. The purpose of the regu-
lation is to motivate the students for continuous effort and to prevent truancy. For 
most students the absence limit increases their rate of attendance, but for vulnerable 
students a rate of absence above the ten percent limit could, according to Andresen 
et al. (2017), cause them to drop out of school altogether.

It is important to understand the social psychology behind school satisfaction to 
nurture student engagement, educational identity and academic achievement, and 
prevent alienation, non-attendance and school dropout. Both experiential learning 
theory (see Dewey 1938; Kolb 1984) and social-cognitive theory (Bandura 1986, 
2001) emphasise the reciprocal relationship between the learner and the social envi-
ronment. Humans are cognitively social, and products as well as producers of social 
systems. People are proactive, self-reflecting, and self-regulating, and not just reac-
tive organisms shaped by environmental events or inner forces. People’s behaviour 
can often be mediated by their self-efficacy beliefs, i.e. the beliefs they hold about 
their own ability to organize and perform actions to produce desired achievements 
(see Bandura 1997). Students’ belief in their capabilities to master academic activi-
ties, affects their aspirations, their level of interest in academic activities, their aca-
demic accomplishments, and their emotions (Bandura 1994). Moulton et al. (1991) 
conducted a meta-analysis on 38 studies within the years 1977 to 1988 and found a 
positive relationship between self-efficacy and academic achievement. Several stud-
ies have provided strong evidence that self-efficacy is a positive predictor of perfor-
mance outcomes, such as academic achievement (Michaelides 2008; Schunk et al. 
2013; Usher and Pajares 2008). Furthermore, there is empirical evidence to support 
the positive effects of self-efficacy beliefs on students’ well-being and course sat-
isfaction (Pajares and Schunk 2001; DeWitz and Walsh 2002). Students with high 
self-efficacy tend to experience more satisfaction than the students with low self-
efficacy. Self-efficacy is essentially understood as being domain-specific (Bandura 
2006). But some researchers have proposed a generalized sense of self-efficacy that 
refers to a global confidence in one’s coping ability across a broad range of demand-
ing or novel situations (see Schwarzer and Jerusalem 1995). Generalized self-effi-
cacy could be an applicable mediator for students’ overall satisfaction with school.

Bandura (1994, 1997) prescribes mastery experience as a powerful vehicle for 
creating a sense of coping efficacy. There has been substantial research focus-
ing on classroom management interventions organizing authentic mastery expe-
riences to develop students’ self-efficacy beliefs, academic achievement, and 
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satisfaction (see Zimmerman 1989; Ames 1992; Bandura 1993; Pajares 1996; 
Sewell and St. George 2000; O’Keefe et  al. 2013). However, well-established 
classroom management practices focusing solely on the design of classroom 
environments and management plans do not encompass the interdependence of 
people. James S. Coleman’s influential study on adolescent norms and subcul-
tures in U.S. public high-schools (see J. S. Coleman 1961) showed that scholastic 
achievement was of minor importance compared to peer group relations. Norbert 
Elias stressed that the interplay of people’s actions is immune to planning and 
emphasised that the autonomy of what a person calls “we” is more powerful than 
the plans and purposes of an individual “I” (Elias 1991, p. 62). In high-school, 
sense of identification with school can be considered an important factor in the 
development of self-efficacy beliefs and school satisfaction. The conclusion from 
the 75-year longitudinal Harvard Grant Study (Vaillant 2012) was that good inter-
personal relations has the greatest positive impact on life satisfaction. Student sat-
isfaction, especially among teenagers, is particularly influenced by the sense of 
belonging to a student group. The NESSE-report to the European Commission 
on Early School Leaving concludes that individual-focused interventions fails to 
recognise the social nature of why students leave school (Dale 2010). Sixty per 
cent of U.S. students did not list learning as the reason they attend school (Price 
2013). In a study of 693 students in two Australian high-schools, the students’ 
sense of belonging to their school was identified as the most significant varia-
ble for their well-being (Bizumic et al. 2009). An interview study in Norway by 
Ramsdal et al. (2018) found that the students described lack of relational network 
as an important influence in their dropout from school and employment. The 
WHO 2009/2010 survey on Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), 
including 200,000 adolescents from 39 countries across Europe and North Amer-
ica, showed that those who perceived their school as supportive were more likely 
to engage in positive health behaviours and had better health outcomes, such as 
high levels of life satisfaction (Currie et al. 2012).

The need to belong is a fundamental human motivation (Baumeister and Leary 
1995). Our need to belong has its roots in evolution and is essential to our survival 
(Lieberman 2013). Belonging is particularly important for the social development 
in adolescence (Allen and Kern 2017). Students are more likely to succeed when 
they feel a connection to school (Wingspread Declaration on School Connections 
2004; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2009). Belonging has a signif-
icant impact on a range of factors associated with well-being, e.g. academic per-
formance (Allen and Bowles 2012). Previous research has shown that feelings of 
connectedness to school can lead to positive attitudes towards learning, as well as 
academic self-efficacy (Battistich et al. 1995; Roeser et al. 1996). An Italian study 
(Vieno et al. 2007) found that school sense of community, was associated with both 
increased self-efficacy and satisfaction. Sánchez et al. (2005) found that a sense of 
school belonging significantly predicted academic outcomes, student effort, motiva-
tion, and low absenteeism. Osterman’s (2000) review of educational research found 
that when students experience a sense of belonging at school, they were more likely 
to participate in learning activities, support each other, behave in accordance with 
school expectations and rules, and achieve at a higher level.
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Nevertheless, there is a requirement of a more cohesive definition and terminol-
ogy in research on social connectedness and belonging in educational settings. Allen 
and Bowles (2012) claimed that even though research demonstrates the importance 
of belonging, few attempts have been made to show how it may be developed. The 
research on school belonging has been inconsistent in the use of terminology (Allen 
et al. 2018), and a clear framework or model is lacking (see Jetten et al. 2012). A 
theoretical framework within social psychology focusing on human interdependence 
and self-organisation in groups, such as the social identity perspective, could pro-
vide a more specific explanatory model over traditional theories of belongingness. 
The present study considers social identification an important psychological process 
or mechanism that underlies such resources as social support, social connectedness, 
sense of belonging, and sense of community (for comprehensive reviews see Reyn-
olds et al. 2017; Haslam et al. 2018). Tajfel (1972, 1978) describes social identity 
as the individual’s knowledge of group membership and the emotional significance 
the individual attaches to that membership. Social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 
1979) and self‐categorisation theory (Turner 1987) suggested that people categorise 
themselves as belonging to certain groups (in-groups). Once the individuals have 
identified with the group, they tend to compare their group with other groups (out-
groups). Johnson et al. (2012) emphasised that people identify with groups to reduce 
social uncertainty and to feel better about themselves. They refer to people’s self-
categorization as cognitive identification, and preference for a positive self-image 
as affective identification. Moreover, they emphasised that self-categorization is a 
precondition for someone to feel any type of emotions related to their identifica-
tion. When people identify with a group (e.g. high-school students), they are more 
likely to act in alignment with the group’s beliefs, norms and values. Hogg (2000, 
2007) emphasised that extreme uncertainty may encourage strong identification with 
highly entitative groups, as individuals can define themselves in terms of a clear and 
distinct prototype.

Social identity theory was initially developed to explain group behaviour relat-
ing to prejudice and intergroup conflict. Other consequences of group-based iden-
tification, especially related to well-being, have also been explored in recent years 
(see Jetten et  al. 2012). For instance, sense of identification with multiple social 
groups has emerged as a central social identity construct important for health and 
well-being (Cruwys et al. 2016). In the educational context, it is crucial that teach-
ers manage students’ sense of belonging to their school and the social identification 
process. Teachers’ classroom management, which involves the traditional organizing 
and teaching of student groups in the classroom, has been argued to be imperative 
for academic engagement and the students’ social well-being (Evertson and Wein-
stein 2006; Marzano 2009). Hattie’s (2009) synthesis of 800 meta-analyses covering 
more than 80 million pupils concluded that teachers were among the most powerful 
influences in learning. Allen et al. (2018) meta-analysis of the factors that influence 
school belonging, underscore the value of student–teacher relationships for sense of 
belonging to a school community. Findings from a Norwegian study (Havik et al. 
2015) suggest that teachers’ classroom management can play a significant role in 
school refusal and truancy, primarily through influencing relationships among stu-
dent peers. Students’ experience with adults and peer groups at school has strong 
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implications for their school related coping efficacy and academic behaviour (see 
Osterman 2002). Studies by Crosnoe et al. (2003) and Crosnoe et al. (2008) showed 
that adolescents’ academic achievement was associated with the academic orienta-
tion and accomplishment of their close friends and course mates. A meta-analysis 
by Roseth et  al. (2008) carried out with 148 studies from eleven countries found 
that positive peer relationships explained 33–40 per cent of the variance in academic 
achievement. Greenaway et  al. (2017) showed that social identification positively 
predicted students’ academic satisfaction. Reynolds et  al. (2017) showed that stu-
dents’ identification with their school predicted their engagement with the school 
and enhanced their performance on a national standardised test of learning out-
comes. Hence, a crucial strategy in classroom management is the leadership of stu-
dents’ school identification.

Bennis (1999) claimed that no leadership can occur without willing and commit-
ted followers. J. S. Coleman (1961) argued that in order to direct students’ attention 
to learning we must change the norms of the culture within the school, e.g. in the 
student peer groups. Stacey (2003, 2007) emphasised that learning in organisations 
is an activity of interdependent people, and that the role of the leader is to participate 
actively in local interactions to widen and deepen communication. From a social 
identity perspective strong leadership, evolving out of a relationship between leaders 
and followers within a given social group such as high-school students, requires an 
intimate understanding of the social identification process (see Mavor et al. 2017). 
An important first step is clarifying and consolidating the norms, values, and the 
actual experience of interactions among the students, i.e. who we are, what we do, 
why we do it, and what makes us special (see Reynolds et al. 2017).

According to Haslam et al. (2011) social identity leadership is a matter of repre-
senting, advancing, creating, and embedding a sense of shared social identity. For the 
teachers, social identity leadership in the classroom implies that they must (1) repre-
sent the student group. The teachers should be model examples for the student group 
and demonstrate applicable learning behaviour which the students can identify with. 
Modelling is also one of the most efficient modes of learning new skills and knowl-
edge (Bandura 1986). This leads the students to develop closer ties to the teachers, 
where the teachers become a prototypical embodiment of the students’ aspirations, 
and “being one of us” rather than representing an outgroup with learning objectives 
of minor relevance to the students. The teachers must (2) advance the student group, 
act as their champions, and have the students’ interests as their primary task. Hat-
tie (2009) emphasised that the teachers should see learning through the eyes of the 
students and have their learning at heart. The students should feel that the teach-
ers “does it for them” and that the teachers are committed to help them achieving 
their goals. The teachers must (3) actively involve themselves in the students’ local 
interactions and create a sense of cohesion within the student group. This gives the 
students a “sense of us” and a feeling that they belong to the same group which they 
can identify with. Haslam et al. (2018) emphasised that group identification chan-
nels the members’ attention and energy and gives them a sense of common direction 
and purpose. Likewise, Wenger points out that learning occurs in communities of 
practice as the mutual engagement in common activities among the members, pro-
ducing a shared sense of identity (see Wenger 1998; Wenger et al. 2002). Finally, 
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the teachers must (4) embed structures and operational learning objectives in the 
student group, “making them matter” and enable them to actively live out their iden-
tity. In correspondence to this, Johnson et al. (1994) emphasised the importance of 
providing students with a structure for student–student cooperation in the classroom. 
Schunk (1995) stressed that it is necessary to both assign goals and teach goal-set-
ting strategies to help students achieve their academic objectives.

The purpose of this study was to examine how high-school students’ school iden-
tification and self-efficacy were associated with school satisfaction. Based on the lit-
erature review, we expected that the students’ school identification would be associ-
ated with self-efficacy and school satisfaction. Self-efficacy was hypothesised to be 
a mediator. School identification, multiple group memberships, and teachers’ social 
identity leadership were hypothesized to be associated with general and academic 
self-efficacy, which is associated with school satisfaction, measured by level of satis-
faction with school, teachers, teaching, and classmates (“Appendix” shows a heuris-
tic working model of the associations in the study).

2 � Methods

2.1 � Sample

A self-completion survey was carried out in three Norwegian high-schools. A 
total of 794 first-year high-school students participated in the survey. No respond-
ents refrained from participating in the study. The current study was conducted in 
line with the American Psychological Association’s ethical principles of psycholo-
gists and code of conduct. Our study did not collect or process any kind of per-
sonal or sensitive personal data which relate to an identified or identifiable person 
(see The Norwegian Personal Data Act 2000, Sect.  2), such as name, birth date, 
and school. Prior to the data collection, the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 
was consulted. Any formal notification of the study was deemed not necessary. The 
respondents were informed that participation in the study was voluntary, that they 
could not be identified, and that by filling in the questionnaire they were consid-
ered to have given their informed consent. The sample consisted of 385 girls, and 
409 boys. The respondents were 16 years old. The survey was conducted at the end 
of the autumn (mid-October) in 2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018, two months after the 
first-year students had started school, with respondents from both the programme for 
specialisation in general studies (n = 341) and the programme for vocational educa-
tion (n = 453).

2.2 � Questionnaires

School Satisfaction (S-SAT) was measured as follows: “So far, what is your level 
of satisfaction with…”, “the school”, “the teachers”, “the teaching”, and “the class-
mates”. The respondents indicated on a five-point Likert scale, labelled “very dis-
satisfied” (1), “satisfied” (2), “neither” (3), “dissatisfied” (4), and “very satisfied” 
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(5), to what degree each of the statements applied for them. For the other meas-
urements (please see below), scales labelled “strongly disagree” (1), “disagree” (2), 
“undecided” (3), “agree” (4) and “strongly agree” (5) were used. To measure school 
identification, six social identification measures were included in the study. Cog-
nitive and Affective Identification (CAI), an eight-item instrument (Johnson et  al. 
2012), was used measuring affective identification with high-school (CAI-A) and 
cognitive identification with high-school (CAI-C). In addition, a three-item measure 
of social identification with the students (TISI-S) and a three-item measure of social 
identification with the teachers (TISI-T) at high-school were developed. The items 
were based on Postmes et al. (2013) Single-Item Social Identification Measure. The 
three items developed to measure TISI-S were the following: “I identify with the 
students at this high-school”, “I identify with the students in the common core sub-
ject courses”, and “I identify with the students in the program subject courses”. The 
following three items were developed to measure TISI-T: “I identify with the teach-
ers at this high-school”, “I identify with my teachers in the common core subject 
courses”, and “I identify with my teachers in the programme subject courses”. Iden-
tification with the classmates (ICM) was examined by Doosje et al. (1995) Group 
Identification Questionnaire, including four items: “I am pleased to be a student in 
my high-school class”, “I feel strong ties with my high-school classmates”, “I see 
myself as a student in my high-school class”, and “I identify with my high-school 
classmates”. Furthermore, the Identity Leadership Inventory Short Form (ILI-SF) 
was included in the survey (Steffens et al. 2014) comprising four items measuring 
teacher’s social identity leadership (IL-T): “Our teachers are model members for 
the student group”, “Our teachers act as champions for the student group”, “Our 
teachers create a sense of cohesion within the student group”, and “Our teachers 
create structures that are useful for the student group members”. Multiple Group 
Memberships (MGM) was assessed with three items from the Exeter Identity Tran-
sition Scale (Jetten et al. 2015). These included: “I am a member of lots of different 
groups”, “I am active in lots of different groups”, and “I have friends in lots of dif-
ferent groups”. To measure General Self-Efficacy (GSE), a Norwegian version of 
Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1995) ten-item measurement instrument (Røysamb et al. 
1998), was applied. To measure domain-specific self-efficacy (see Bandura 2006) 
an Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (ASE) was developed containing four items: “I am 
confident that I succeed the common core subject courses”, “I am confident that I 
succeed the program subject courses”, “I am sure that I cope with being a student 
at this high-school”, and “I am sure that I can complete high-school”. In addition, 
a questionnaire containing demographical variables (gender, age, education pro-
gramme, and parents’ educational level) was included.

2.3 � Statistical analysis

In addition to descriptive statistics, MANCOVA was used to examine differences 
in school satisfaction due to gender, education programme and parents’ educational 
level. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was used to examine the dimensional 
structure of the six school identification measurements and the multiple group 
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memberships measurement used in the current study. All the measurements were 
entered in one analysis. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was used as an aux-
iliary method to determine the dimensional structure of self-efficacy and to test the 
fit of the dimensional model to the data. Thereafter, the associations between school 
identification and self-efficacy on the one hand, and school satisfaction on the other 
hand, were analysed by use of hierarchical multiple regression analysis. Demo-
graphic variables (gender, education programme, and parents’ level of education) 
were controlled for in the analysis. The dependent variable in the first hierarchical 
regression analysis was school satisfaction, and four identical analyses were there-
after carried out to examine the four various domains of school satisfaction. Path 
analysis was applied for comparing the magnitude of direct and indirect associations 
between the four main types of variables (school identification, multiple group mem-
berships, self-efficacy and school satisfaction). For all the SEM analyses the maxi-
mum likelihood method (SEM-LM) was used. Path analysis can only indirectly be 
used for examining relationships between directly measured variables entered into 
the models by modifying or eliminating poor models that give predictions which are 
inconsistent with the data. In the current study, the fit of the models to the data was 
examined by use of the χ2/d.f. ratio, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), and the 
Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR). Weighted z-scores were used in 
all the hierarchical regression analyses and in the SEM path models.

3 � Results

The respondents were asked how satisfied they were with their school, their teachers, 
the teaching, and their classmates. Table 1 shows the percentage of the respondents 
who were satisfied and dissatisfied with these aspects. As can be seen, the major-
ity were satisfied with the four school domains. They were most satisfied with their 
classmates and their school, and least satisfied with the teaching. MANCOVA analy-
sis (results not shown in the table) showed there were differences in satisfaction due 
to gender (Wilks’ λ = .96, P < .01), education programme (Wilks’ λ = .97, P < .05), 
and father’s educational level (Wilks’ λ = .92, P < .01). There were no significant dif-
ferences in school satisfaction due to mother’s educational level. Female respond-
ents were more satisfied compared to male respondents, those who attended the pro-
gramme for vocational education were more satisfied than those who attended the 
programme for specialisation in general studies, and the higher father’s educational 

Table 1   School Satisfaction (%) Satisfaction with: Dissatisfied Neither/nor Satisfied

School 5 19 76
Teachers 7 25 68
Teaching 7 32 61
Classmates 6 17 77
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level was, the more satisfied were the respondents. Due to the differences, demo-
graphic variables were controlled for the further analyses. Dichotomous variables 
cannot be measured at interval level. Therefore, the role of these variables may be 
underestimated in the analysis.

First a PCA was carried out to examine the School identification and multiple 
group memberships measurements. The seven measurements were entered into the 
same analysis, and the single items loaded on the factors as expected. Thereafter a 
CFA was carried out to examine the fit of the dimensional structure to the data. Col-
umn 2 (Table 2) shows the internal consistency of the measurement instruments, and 
the remaining columns the fit of the entire model with seven measurements to the 
data from the SEM analysis of the entire factor structure. As can be seen, the reli-
ability and internal consistency were found to be satisfactory for all the seven meas-
urements (χ2/d.f.–ratio = 3.91, RMSEA = .068, CFI = .97, GFI = .96, SRMR = .041). 
In addition, the internal consistency of the 10-item measurement instrument of 
general self-efficacy was also found to be satisfactory (α = .891), as well as the four 
items intended to measure academic self-efficacy (α = .774).

The next step was to examine the role of school identification and self-efficacy 
in school satisfaction. The four items measuring various types of school satisfac-
tion were summarised. Table 3 shows the results of a hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analysis aimed at predicting school satisfaction. Demographic factors were con-
trolled for in the analysis, and consequently entered as the first block. The results 
showed that these factors significantly influenced variance in the dependent variable 
(F = 2.41, P < .05). The second block was general self-efficacy and academic self-
efficacy. The increase in explained variance caused by these two predictor variables 
were significant (ΔR2 = .17, F Change = 62.51, P < .001). It was especially academic 
self-efficacy which was found to be an important prediction variable (β = .39), while 
general self-efficacy was found to be an insignificant prediction variable. The third 
block was teachers’ social identity leadership. The increase in explained variance 
caused by this predictor variable was significant (ΔR2 = .09, F Change = 66.94, 
P < .001). The final block was the other five measures of school identification. Also, 
the increase in explained variance (ΔR2 = .20) caused by these variables were sig-
nificant (F Change = 44.78, P < .001). The most significant measures were affective 

Table 2   School Identification and Multiple Group Memberships-reliability and fit of the data to the 
model

Cronbach’s α χ2/d.f.-ratio RMSEA CFI GFI SRMR Number 
of items

CAI-A .861 3.91 .068 .97 .96 .041 4
CAI-C .817 4
IL-T .838 4
ICM .851 4
MGM .854 3
TISI-S .890 3
TISI-T .754 3
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identification with high-school (β = .34, P < .001), identification with the classmates 
(β = .26, P < .001), identification with the teachers at high-school (β = .16, P < .001) 
and identification with the students at high-school (β = .11, P < .05). Multiple Group 
Memberships was excluded from the analysis, because it was not a significant pre-
dictor for school satisfaction.

Table 4 shows the results of four separate hierarchical multiple regression anal-
yses aimed at investigating the associations between demographic variables, self-
efficacy and school identification on the one hand, and the respondents’ satisfaction 

Table 3   Predictors of School Satisfaction—results of hierarchical multiple regression analysis

* = P < .05, ** = P < .01, *** = P < .001

Predictor variables Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 Block 4 F Change

Gender .10* .05 .06* .04* 2.41**
Education programme .08 .07* .05 .02
Education mother .04 .03 .02 .03
Education father .00 − .02 − .02 − .00
GSE .05 .02 .03 62.51***
ASE .39*** .36*** .20
IL-T .30*** .30*** 66.94***
CAI-C .04 44.78***
CAI-A .34***
ICM .26***
TISI-T .16***
TISI-S .11**
R2 .02* .19*** .28*** .48***
ΔR2 .17 .09 .20

Table 4   Predictors of school 
satisfaction—results of four 
hierarchical multiple regression 
analyses (only results of the 
final block is shown)

* = P < .05, ** = P < .01, *** = P < .001

Predictor variables School Teachers Teaching Classmates

Gender .07 .01 .03 .03
Education programme − .01 .08* .01 − .05
Education mother .06 .03 .03 − .03
Education father − .01 − .02 − .02 .06
GSE − .04 .00 .01 − .07
ASE .20*** .11** .24*** .06
IL-T .17*** .37*** .29*** .09
CAI-C .10** − .01 .06 − .02
CAI-A .39*** .25*** .23*** .18***
ICM .22*** .06 .02 .60***
TISI-T .09** .17*** .10* .16***
TISI-S .10 .08* .06 .09
R2 .35 .30*** .45 .45



1575

1 3

The role of school identification and self‑efficacy in school…

with their school, with their teachers, the teaching, and their classmates on the other 
hand (only the final block of the analyses are shown in Table 4). Depending on the 
criterion variable, the analyses explained between 30 and 45 per cent of the variance 
in school satisfaction. As expected, the results were similar to the results presented 
in Table 3. They supported the result that school identification is significantly asso-
ciated with school satisfaction. As already shown, general self-efficacy seemed to 
be of minor importance. However, academic self-efficacy was found to be a signifi-
cant predictor for the students’ satisfaction with their school (β = .20, P < .001), their 
teachers (β = .11, P < .01), and the teaching (β = .24, P < .001). The most significant 
prediction variables in the first three analyses, presented in Table 4, were affective 
identification with high-school (β = .18 - .39, P < .001), and not unexpectedly identi-
fication with the classmates was the most significant in satisfaction with classmates 
(β = .60, P < .001).

The current study examined the hypothesis that school identification and multiple 
group memberships were associated with self-efficacy, and self-efficacy associated 
with school satisfaction (see “Appendix”). First, a SEM-path model aimed at pre-
dicting school satisfaction (as the endogenous variable) and the six measurements 
of school identification and the multiple group memberships measurement as the 
exogenous variables was tested, with the two measurements of self-efficacy as medi-
ating variables. The fit of such a model to the data was found to be acceptable, how-
ever did not perfectly satisfy all the criteria for a suited model (χ2/d.f.–ratio = 4,75, 
RMSEA = .074, CFI = .94, GFI = .97, SRMR = .041). The exogenous variables 
explained a significant part of the variance in general self-efficacy (R2 = .28, e1 = .72) 
as well as academic self-efficacy (R2 = .46, e2 = .54). The same exogenous variables 
also significantly predicted school satisfaction (R2 = .52, e3 = .48). However, neither 
general self-efficacy (β = .01) nor academic self-efficacy (β = .05) significantly influ-
enced school satisfaction. Despite an acceptable model fit to data, the tested model 
seemed not to be very suitable for explaining the role of self-efficacy in school satis-
faction. Therefore, this model is not shown as a figure in the presentation of results. 
Consequently, an additional model, where the association between self-efficacy and 
school satisfaction was hypothesised to be indirect (see Fig. 1).

In this model (Fig. 1), the most significant predictor of school satisfaction was 
affective identification with high-school (β = .38) and identification with the class-
mates (β = .28). Identification with the teachers (β = .19) and with the students 
(β = .16) at high-school were also found to be significant direct predictor variables. 
Identification with the classmates had a direct (β = .28) as well as an indirect asso-
ciation (β = .39) with school satisfaction via identification with the students at high-
school (β = .38) as well as identification with the teachers (β = − .22). Teachers’ 
social identity leadership also showed to have a direct (β = .30), as well as an indi-
rect (β = .31), association with school satisfaction via identification with the teachers 
at high-school (β = .19). Academic self-efficacy was associated with affective iden-
tification with high-school (β = .25). The exogenous variable, multiple group mem-
berships, explained a moderate percentage of the variance in general self-efficacy 
(R2 = .08, e1 = .92) as well as academic self-efficacy (R2 = .03, e2 = .97). However, 
neither general self-efficacy nor academic self-efficacy significantly influenced 
school satisfaction, and these associations were consequently removed from the 
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model. In total the model explained 48 per cent of the variance in school satisfac-
tion (e6 = .52). The fit of the model to the data was found to be acceptable (χ2/d.f. 
– ratio = 4,01, RMSEA = .054, CFI = .94, GFI = .97, SRMR = .043).

4 � Discussion

The study showed the importance of school identification. The majority of the 
school identification measures were significantly associated with school satisfaction. 
The most significant predictor of school satisfaction was affective identification with 
high-school. This is in accordance with Johnson et al. (2012) who found that affec-
tive identification was the strongest predictor for sense of satisfaction in organiza-
tional settings. The feeling of belonging to a peer group, being part of a community, 
and experiencing a sense of shared social identity, have a significant impact on learn-
ing, health, and well-being (see Haslam et al. 2009; Allen and Bowles 2012; Dwor-
kin et al. 2013; Haslam et al. 2018). Humans are born into social groups, and gener-
ally spend their lives in a community. It is important to create learning environments 
the students can identify with to achieve their learning objectives. Understanding 
the factors that foster educational identification is important for the management of 
students’ school satisfaction, educational achievement, academic performance and 
school attendance (see Greenaway et  al. 2017). The results also showed that the 
magnitude of the students in our study were satisfied with school. The study had 
no statistics on the student absence rate, but national survey data indicate that the 
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absence rate at Norwegian high-schools in 2016–2017 was on average 3 days and 
8 h annually (see Andresen et al. 2017).

Somewhat unexpectedly, general and academic self-efficacy were found to be 
insignificant mediators of school satisfaction. However, in addition to the strong 
association between affective identification with high-school and school satisfac-
tion, the results showed that there was a significant association between academic 
self-efficacy and affective identification with high-school. Consequently, the effect 
of self-efficacy, had to be looked into more closely. Based on the SEM-results, the 
working model of the study therefore had to be altered.

Our finding is supported by Bandura’s (2006) emphasis on domain-specificity of 
self-efficacy. According to Bandura, the “one measure fits all” approach usually has 
limited explanatory and predictive value, because most of the items in an all-pur-
pose test may have little or no relevance to the domain of functioning. The associa-
tion between the domain-specific academic self-efficacy and affective identification 
with high-school do not only shows the importance of domain-specific self-efficacy 
measures, it also shows that self-efficacy domains are social domains. Johnson et al. 
(2012) defined affective identification as the positive feeling people develop when 
categorizing themselves as group members. The positive feelings students develop 
when categorising themselves as high-school students, could be related to the cop-
ing beliefs they hold about their own ability to achieve their academic goals. A good 
deal of research demonstrates that there are psychological benefits to belonging, 
including high self-efficacy beliefs (Allen and Kern 2017). Those who share group 
identity as high-school students, will also believe they can pursue their academic 
tasks, and act in the ways they expect students should act.

In this study, there was no direct association between multiple group member-
ships and school satisfaction, but there was a significant association between the 
students’ multiple group memberships and general self-efficacy. We expect that 
multiple group memberships require multiple competencies. Hence, the greater the 
number of group memberships one has access to, the better one is likely to trust 
one’s general competence to tackle novel tasks and cope with challenges across 
domains. A large body of work shows that people with more social group member-
ships have better psychological well-being than those who belong to fewer social 
groups (Jetten et  al. 2015). But memberships in multiple groups are no guarantee 
for well-being (Sønderlund et al. 2017). The psychological consequences of group 
memberships are likely to be contingent on the values attached to these groups. 
Group memberships and social identification are not synonymous. Only the groups 
we identify with have the potential for satisfaction. It is quite possible to be a mem-
ber of lots of different groups but feel very little sense of social identification with 
the groups (see Jetten et al. 2015).

A significant social identification measure associated with school satisfaction 
was teachers’ social identity leadership, i.e. the teachers’ capacities to be model 
members the students can identify with, act as champions with the students’ inter-
ests as their primary task, create a sense of cohesion within the student group, 
and make structures useful for the group members. Students are satisfied with 
school because they believe the teachers understand and meet their needs. Moreo-
ver, our study found a significant association between teachers’ social identity 
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leadership and social identification with the teachers. Reynolds et  al. (2017) 
emphasised that learning itself is a social influence process, depending on the 
teachers being perceived as prototypes of the in-group. The students’ beliefs, such 
as their beliefs about the teachers’ educational practices and their own efficacy 
beliefs, influence their social identity, school satisfaction and learning (see Ban-
dura 1986; Rosenthal and Jacobson 1992; Eden 2014). This explanation is also 
supported by the results in our study showing that academic self-efficacy is indi-
rectly associated with school satisfaction, with affective identification with high-
school as the mediator.

This study found a significant association between school satisfaction and 
identification with the classmates. In general, social identification is a self-sus-
tained process of social categorization, social identification, and social com-
parison (Tajfel and Turner 1979). Hence,  the relationship between social iden-
tification and well-being creates a “virtuous circle”, where group identification 
promotes well-being, which in turn encourages further group-related engage-
ment and identification, and so on. The association between identification with 
the classmates and school satisfaction in this study can follow the same virtuous 
circle, strengthening the social identification process with the classmates and the 
students at high-school. Our study also found a significant association between 
identification with the classmates and social identification with the students at 
the high-school. For students who do not identify with their classmates and the 
other students at school, the process can go in the opposite direction and cre-
ate a “vicious circle” of social alienation, dissatisfaction with school and non-
attendance. Their social identification could find other venues outside of school, 
such as social media, gaming, or street gangs. Students at risk of dropping out of 
school could benefit from the teachers’ active management of the students’ school 
identification process, because otherwise these students could easily identify with 
alternative “countercultures” that are negative to school. This shows the self-
organizing nature of social relations (see Stacey 2003, 2007), where it is difficult 
to control the outcome of the identification process if the teachers do not actively 
involve themselves in the ongoing, ordinary student–student interactions. William 
Golding’s novel Lord of the Flies portrays the devastating outcomes of social 
identification processes when youths attempt to govern themselves on a deserted 
island (Golding 1954). William Foote Whyte’s study of street corner gangs and 
their social relations in Boston’s North End more than 80 years ago (Whyte 1993) 
showed the failure of the groups’ self-organisation to assimilate with the structure 
of the larger society. Throughout history we have seen the disastrous outcomes 
of group identification on intolerance, prejudices, and discrimination, such as 
slavery, holocaust, apartheid, violent radicalisation and terrorism (see Hogg et al. 
2010; Hogg and Adelman 2013; Zick et al. 2008, 2011).

Human self-organisation in groups can be understood as a social identification 
process, and this study shows the importance of high-school students’ social identi-
fication with their teachers and fellow students in order to be satisfied with school. 
Consequently, teachers’ management of the students’ school identification process is 
a crucial intervention strategy in classroom management.
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4.1 � Limitations and future directions

Based on the model tests of the current study, it is not possible to draw a decisive 
conclusion about causality. The initial hypothesis was that general and academic 
self-efficacy were significant mediators on school satisfaction. However, this study 
gave no support to this hypothesis. It seems to be the case that self-efficacy is 
weakly associated with school satisfaction when social identification is taken into 
the account. This may indicate that it is another relationship between self-efficacy 
and school satisfaction than in studies carried out previously. To have confidence 
in one’s ability to perform actions and belong to a social group are highly intercon-
nected because self-efficacy domains are social domains and dependent on the indi-
vidual’s identification with a group that advocates the domain-specific behaviour.

Our social brain is particularly active during adolescence (Lieberman 2013), and 
teachers’ social identity leadership in the classrooms, as well as in the school work-
shops, is probably the most important management intervention for the students’ 
school satisfaction and engagement in curricular activities. Moreover, Mahoney 
and Cairns (1997) found that involvement in school-based extracurricular activities 
protected against early school dropout among at-risk students, by creating a posi-
tive and voluntary connection to the educational institution. Further research should 
examine the relationship between the various domains of social identification and 
self-efficacy with school satisfaction, as well as with academic engagement, aca-
demic achievement, and school attendance.

The respondents in this study are high-school students attending school, with less 
than 10% absence in any subject. Hence, we have no data on the association between 
social identification and school satisfaction on students not attending school. Much 
of the recommendations from the school research suggest that the teachers are 
imperative (e.g. Hattie 2009) for the students’ learning and well-being at school. 
The research has mainly been conducted on students attending school, including 
the research on student learning and achievement, academic self-efficacy, sense of 
belonging to school, and school satisfaction. One potential limitation of this study 
is the lack of data on the social identification among students who refuse to go to 
school or who are absent for different reasons. Should teachers succeed in social 
identity leadership, it is important to understand the social identification process. 
The same socio-psychological mechanisms can of course be applied as an explana-
tion for both attendance and non-attendance students. Further research should focus 
on drop-out students’ social identification with alternative outgroups or “parallel 
societies” that are negative to conventional schooling, e.g. street gangs, social media 
and online gaming.

Another potential limitation with this study is that we summarised the four 
items in the ILI-SF scale into a single measure on teachers’ social identity lead-
ership. Steffens et al. (2014) strongly recommend using the ILI scale to examine 
separate dimensions of identity leadership rather than bundling these together in 
one global measure. They emphasised that the ILI scale distinguished between 
the four different identity leadership dimensions, and that the interrelationship 
between dimensions vary with context. They argue that even when the dimen-
sions are correlated, the scale fits the data better when distinguishing between 
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the dimensions rather than treating all dimensions in terms of a single superor-
dinate “identity leadership” factor. None of the teachers at our schools had any 
formal training in social identity leadership. We decided to use the ILI-SF scale 
with only four items. The correlation between the items were significant, and it 
was decided to use the summarized score as a single measure on teachers’ social 
identity leadership. Moreover, van Dick et al. (2018) found evidence for the util-
ity of the ILI-SF scale to measure a general identity leadership factor. This study 
cannot make any assumptions about the association between the separate dimen-
sions of teachers’ social identity leadership and school satisfaction. Further 
research, looking closer into the relationship between teachers’ social identity 
leadership and high-school students school satisfaction should include a social 
identity leadership development program, such as the 5R Program (Haslam et al. 
2017).

5 � Conclusion

In conclusion, the results of the current study carried out among Norwegian 
high-school students, showed that the majority were satisfied with school, and 
the most significant predictors of school satisfaction were affective identification 
with high-school, students’ identification with the classmates, and the teachers’ 
social identity leadership.

The role of self-efficacy was found to be minor when entering social identifica-
tion into the model, expect the significant association between academic self-effi-
cacy and affective identification with high-school. This association was explained as 
a relationship between the students’ positive feelings about categorising themselves 
as high-school students and their efficacy beliefs on academic achievement. We hope 
that the current research contributes to an enhanced interest for the role of social 
identification in school satisfaction, and further research on the relationship between 
social identification, self-efficacy, school satisfaction, academic achievement and 
school attendance. Moreover, the current research could be a contribution to a “new 
psychology of classroom management”, with a recognition of classroom manage-
ment as a social identity leadership process, were teachers and students come to see 
each other as companions with a common quest.
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Appendix

See Fig. 2.

CAI-A = Affective Identification with High-School; CAI-C = Cognitive Identification with High-School; ICM = Identification with 
Classmates; TISI-T = Identification with Teachers; TISI-S = Identification with Students; MGM = Multiple Group Memberships;  
IL-T = Teachers’  Social Identity Leadership; GSE = General Self-Efficacy; ASE = Affective Self-Efficacy. 
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Fig. 2   Heuristic working model of the association between school identification, multiple group mem-
berships, self-efficacy and school satisfaction
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