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The aim of the research was to explore the relationship between adolescents' self-
perceived social competence and the quality of school life, as well as to examine
potential gender and age differences in these perceptions. The research sample
consisted of 1,009 students from 14 primary schools in the City of Zagreb and
Zagreb County, the Republic of Croatia. The findings revealed that there is a
positive relationship between the social competence dimensions and some
dimensions of the quality of school life. Gender and age differences were
determined in the assessment of social competence and the quality of school life
and the findings indicate that female adolescents tend to be more competent in
regulating their emotions. However, at the same time they are less integrated, they
express more negative feelings about school and believe that their prosocial
communication skills are poorer than those of male adolescents. The findings also
indicate that sixth-graders assess better their own social competence and positive
dimensions of the quality of school life than seventh- and eighth-graders. The final
part of the paper presents considerations about theoretical and practical
implications.

Keywords: adolescents, age differences, gender differences, quality of school life, social
competence

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary education system is greatly influenced by global, economic, political,
and social factors, and as such, it is subject to various changes. Nowadays, more than
ever before, educational policies and experts in the field of education are making efforts
to explain what quality education actually is.
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A contemporary view of quality education implies not only educational achievements
and meeting the expectations but also the affective experiences of students, that is, the
quality social relationships in the school environment (Kyriacou, 2001; Pastuovi¢, 2009;
Pigozzi, 2006). For that reason, there is a scientifically justified reason to carry out
research on the school life phenomenon. Buterin-Mici¢ (2019) states that the school life
phenomenon is a relevant research topic, as it has a powerful impact on the social and
emotional aspect of a person’s development. Vojtova (2008) argues for more systematic
research on the quality of school life, relying on research findings which indicate that
the quality of education cannot be determined only by viewing it through a prism of
academic achievement and qualifications. She also emphasizes the importance of
considering the level of satisfaction gained during the learning process and skills
acquisition, sharing of experiences, the sense of achievement and social relationships in
the school community. This research was conducted to examine the relationships
between the social competence and the quality of school life dimensions, placing the
emphasis on gender and age differences in student perceptions.

Social Competence at School Age

The social competence phenomenon has been a frequently researched topic in various
social sciences, so diverse terminology can be found in the relevant literature. Rubin et
al. (2015) define social competence as an individual’s ability to engage in peer
interaction within the relevant culture, while Markus (2010) describes it as a complex
construct implying an effective functioning of an individual in various social
environments, at the same time fulfilling personal goals.

Having analyzed social competence as a key competence of the modern age, Puranovi¢
and Klasni¢ (2022) and Wu et al. (2021) point out that it is a starting point for realizing
the full potential of an individual in the family, school and peer environment, and the
adult world later on. A group of authors, Magelinskaité-Legkauskiené et al. (2016),
came to a conclusion that the dimensions of social competence (prosocial
communication skills and emotion regulation skills) are a significant pedagogical and
psychological indicator of students’ adaptability to the school environment. As a
dimension, prosocial communication skills can be defined as any pattern of behaviour
exhibited to increase the level of another person’s well-being (Schaffer and Kipp,
2010). Emotion regulation skills enable a person to adjust the expression of their
emotions according to the demands of their environment so as not to endanger their
social functioning and to protect themselves from negative feelings (Cudina-Obradovié
& Obradovié, 2006). Research shows that social competence dimensions, such as
prosocial communication skills and emotion regulation skills, facilitate and improve the
learning process significantly, and that they are necessary for adaptation to the school
environment (Legkauskas & Magelinskaité-Legkauskiené, 2019; Lim et al., 2013;
McClelland et al., 2006). Social-emotional competence helps individuals engage with
others confidently and learn more effectively while working with their peers (Ahmed et
al., 2020).

In line with research findings, students with a higher level of social competence tend to
have better academic achievements (Tabassum et al., 2020; Yan & Quispe, 2022).
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Students with better social patterns find it easier to build a social network of support
with more competent peers and adults from their surroundings, are more successful in
establishing and maintaining better relationships with their peers and teachers, and
strive towards higher academic achievements. They have more positive attitudes to
school and are more motivated in general (Caprara et al.,, 2002; Legkauskas &
Magelinskaité-Legkauskiené, 2019; Magelinskaité-Legkauskiené¢ et al., 2018).
Analysing the correlation between social competence and the quality of school life,
Fejzi¢ (2017) and Bubi¢ Goreta (2015) came to a conclusion that adolescents with more
developed social competence have better assessment of the quality of school life.

The Quality of School Life

School, as an educational institution, is a place which is not only responsible for
students’ academic development but it also shapes the social and emotional world of
students with its activities. Students in modern schools tend to spend more time in the
school environment than with their parents, which is one of the reasons why the quality
of school life has become a frequent research topic in the world of scientific research.

The quality of school life is a multidimensional construct which cannot be defined in
simple terms. Malin and Linnakyl& (2001) define it as an affective outcome, that is, as
all positive and negative experiences that students gain while performing various tasks
in school. Yoon and Jarvinen (2016) define the quality of school life as a perception of
general satisfaction with school, which stems from the feeling of belonging to school,
the quality of social relationships, the feelings experienced in the course of the learning
process and the relationships between students and teachers.

Considering the importance of school for academic, psychological, social and emotional
development of students, research on students’ reactions, experiences and attitudes are
very significant, as they have an impact on students’ (dis)satisfaction with school.
While studying the quality of school life as a construct, Raboteg-Sari¢ et al. (2009)
pointed out that it is important to differentiate between a general impression of school,
which includes both positive and negative feelings about school, and specific areas of
school life, which include a feeling of being competent in school, the quality of student-
teacher rapport, and the perceived joy of studying.

The findings of research carried out by Erez et al. (2020) and Eres & Bilas (2017)
emphasize the need for further research on the quality of school life, since it indicates
the effectiveness of the entire education system. These researchers provide clear
guidelines for education policies to help create a school culture in which each student
has a sense of belonging to his/her school and feels satisfied while engaging in various
school activities. Scientific literature suggests that the quality of school life has a
significant impact on student motivation and perseverance, their cognitive and
emotional engagement, and academic achievement, and that it is also reflected in an
individual’s total life satisfaction (Leite et al., 2024; Ferdosipour & Mousavi, 2020;
Havik & Westergérd, 2020; Suldo et al., 2013). The importance of the quality of school
life has also been pointed out by Akhlaghi & Ganji (2019), who state that the quality of
school life is a significant factor in physical and psychological status of students and
their general vitality.
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Gender and Age Differences

As far as gender and age differences in social competence are concerned, there are
contradictory research findings. Girls tend to pay more attention to interpersonal
relationships and have more empathy than boys. They also tend to form their self-image
according to the quality of these relationships (Spruijt et al., 2019). In addition, girls
exhibit more prosocial and less antisocial behaviour in comparison with boys (Junttila et
al., 2006). Some research findings indicate that girls have significantly better developed
social competence skills than boys (Jasarevi¢ et al., 2016; Selimovi¢ et al., 2018). Also,
the results of some research reveal that boys had better results in social competence
measurement (Longobardi et al., 2016; Pal & Misra, 2019). There are also studies
which show no difference between boys and girls in terms of social competence
development (Ahirrao, 2023; Salavera et al., 2019). In terms of age differences, there is
a common belief that social competence develops gradually throughout childhood and
adolescence, as a result of interaction of many factors (Tuerk et al., 2020).

In line with empirical research, some significant factors of the quality of school life are:
classroom environment (Mok & Flynn, 2002), experiences gained during the teaching
and learning process in the classroom (Kong, 2008), individual student characteristics,
such as age and gender (Linnakyla & Brunell, 1996; Mok & Flynn, 2002), and the level
of social competence development (Fejzi¢, 2017). With regard to gender as a factor of
the quality of school life, a vast body of research indicates that girls tend to express a
higher level of school satisfaction, i.e., satisfaction with the quality of school life
(Bayram & Eksioglu, 2020; Bosakova et al., 2020). It should be pointed out that in
some studies, differences in terms of gender were not identified (Huebner et al., 2001;
Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez, 2009). In addition, research findings indicate that younger
students achieve higher values on the quality of school life scale (Bayram & Eksioglu,
2020; Buterin-Mici¢, 2019).

METHOD

The research aims were to examine how adolescents perceive their own social
competence and the quality of school life, to determine if dimensions of social
competence are related to the quality of school life dimensions, as well as to determine
if there are gender and age differences in the assessment of social competence
dimensions and dimensions of the quality of school life.

Based on the research aims, the following hypotheses were formed:

H1. There is a statistically significant positive correlation between the social
competence dimensions and all specific dimensions of the quality of school life, except
the negative feelings about school dimension, where there is a negative correlation.

H2. Female adolescents have a more positive assessment of their own social
competence dimensions and the quality of school life dimensions in comparison with
male adolescents, except the negative feelings about school dimension, which is
negatively assessed by female adolescents.
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H3. Sixth-graders have a more positive assessment of their own social competence
dimension and the quality of school life dimension in comparison with students in
Grades 7 and 8, except the negative feelings about school dimension, which they
assessed as negative.

Participants and Procedure

The research sample consisted of 1,009 participants, of which 520 were males (51.5%)
and 489 were females (48.5%). Convenience sample included students in Grade 6 (n =
333; 33%), Grade 7 (n = 381; 37.8%) and Grade 8 (n = 295; 29.2%) from primary
schools in the City of Zagreb and Zagreb County, the Republic of Croatia. The
respondents’ age was between 11 and 16 years with the mean value 12.9, standard
deviation 0.87, median and mode 13. The research was conducted in the period from
March to May 2023.

In agreement with the principals of these schools and class teachers of the students
participating in the research, written consent forms were distributed to students. These
forms were signed by parents or legal guardians of the students participating in the
research, as well as participants themselves. As participants were primary school
students in Grades 6 - 8, all phases of research were carried out in line with the Ethical
Code for Research with Children (2020), with prior consent obtained from parents/legal
guardians. Research participants were informed that the questionnaire was anonymous
and voluntary, and that they could withdraw from it at any time. It took about 20
minutes for students to fill out the questionnaire.

Measuring Instruments

With the aim of validating the applied measuring instruments, factor analyses were
conducted. Two scales were used in the research.

The Social Competence Scale - Parent Version (Conduct Problems Prevention Research
Group [CPPRG], 1995; Corrigan, 2002) was adapted and used to self-assess social
competence of adolescents on the Croatian sample (Braj$a-Zganec et al., 2019). The
questionnaire administered to a sample of adolescents yielded satisfactory results. The
principal component analysis of adolescents’ reports yielded a two-factor solution:
Prosocial/Communication Skills (46.3% of the variance) and Emotional Regulation
Skills (56.1% of the variance). The internal consistency of the whole scale based on the
adolescents’ reports was .89 (Brajia-Zganec et al., 2019). The mentioned questionnaire
has already been validated on a Croatian sample of respondents, so it was used in this
research. The scale consists of 12 items and 2 subscales. The items were assessed on a
five-point Likert scale, a larger number indicating a higher level of agreement with the
item. The first subscale, Prosocial Communication Skills, contains 6 manifest items and
measures how friendly students are to one another (item example: | share my things
with others). The second subscale, Emotion Regulation Skills, contains 6 items and
assesses how students cope with their own emotions and how skilful they are at
recognizing and understanding other people’s emotions (item example: | face failure
well). The obtained factor analyses and tests revealed that the factors obtained for these
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variables were satisfactory (KMO = 0.833; Bartlett’s test of sphericity ¥*(55) = 1822.87,
p <.01).

The Quality of School Life Questionnaire (Leonard, 2002) was translated and adapted
to Croatian sample according to Raboteg-Sari¢ et al. (2009). It contains 40 items which
make up seven factors. The factors General school satisfaction and Negative feelings
about school were used to examine the general positive and negative attitude of students
to school. The factor Preparation for the future implies the perception of the relevance
of schooling, while the Social integration factor was used to examine the quality of
students’ relationships with other people and students in school. The factor School
achievement examines students’ perceptions of school competence, the factor Teachers
examines the perception of the quality of teacher-student relationships, while the factor
Perception of the learning process examines how much students enjoy the process of
self-learning. The content of items was assessed on a five-point Likert scale, where 1
means | completely disagree, and 5 means | completely agree. After factor analysis had
been conducted, the Kaiser-Guttman criterion was used to identify 6 factors with
characteristic roots larger than 1, which explain 64.72% of the school life satisfaction
variance. The factor analysis obtained a good result and there were no items with
saturation below 0.4 nor those with saturation larger than 0.4 on several items. As per
other features, the obtained factor analyses and tests revealed that the factors obtained
through these variables were satisfactory (KMO = 0.960; Bartlett’s test of sphericity
x?(666) = 24320.75, p = 0.000). All factors had high reliability values; the first and the
second factors were so high that at a certain point the reduction of the two subscales
was considered (DeVellis, 1991). Unlike the original questionnaire, in this
questionnaire the items from two factors merged (General school satisfaction and
Feelings about the learning process), and, according to the content of the manifest
items, the factor was named School and learning satisfaction. Some examples of items
were: For me, school is the place where teachers are fair to me, and For me, school is a
place where | feel lonely.

FINDINGS

Table 1 presents the descriptive indicators of the average value of total factors and
reliability scales. After testing normality distribution using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
test, it was determined that all result distributions were statistically significantly
different from normal distributions. However, considering a great number of
participants in the research, skewness and kurtosis of distributions were also taken into
account. Skewness indices were lower than 3, while kurtosis indices were lower than 10
and were acceptable as such (Kline, 1998). Values like these make the application of
parametric statistics possible.
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics

M C D SD KS Skew Kurt. Cronbach a

School and learning satisfaction 26 26 1.0 0.98 0.05**0.20 -0.71 .93

Negative feelings about school 2.7 2.8 2.8 0.98 0.06** 0.17 -0.60 .90
Preparation for the future 35 3.7 5.0 1.04 0.08** -0.49 -048 .93
Social integration 3.0 3.1 33 0.70 0.07**-049 0.10 .84
School achievement 35 3.6 3.8 0.93 0.09** -0.54 -0.11 .87
Teachers 35 36 4.0 099 0.10** -057 -0.30 .81
Prosocial communication skills 34 35 3.8 0.74 0.09** -0.38 0.12 .62
Emotion regulation skills 4.0 40 4.1 055 0.09** -055 0.29 .71

LEGEND: M — arithmetic mean, C — central value, D — dominant value, SD — standard deviation,
KS — Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, Skew. — skewness, Kurt. — kurtosis, ** p < 0.01 (significant at the
1% level), Cronbach o — factor reliability coefficient (N = 1009)

Results in Table 1 show the highest result for Emotion regulation skills and repeated
measures ANOVA is statistically significant (F(7/1008) = 403.6, p < .01). The
Bonferroni comparison between Emotional regulation skills and all other variables is
statistically significant so it is perceived as significantly the highest. Also, School and
learning satisfaction is significantly the lowest of all the variables except Negative
feelings about school, from which it is not statistically significantly different.

In order to determine if there is a statistically significant correlation between the social
competence dimensions and specific quality of school life dimensions, Pearson’s
correlation coefficient was used. The results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the social competence dimensions and the
quality of school life dimensions

Prosocial communication skills Emotion regulation skills

School and learning satisfaction ~ .30** A40**
Negative feelings about school - 16** -.16**
Preparation for the future 23** A46**
Social integration 27** 39**
School achievement 34** S51**
Teachers .30** 42**

LEGEND: ** p < 0.01 (significant at the 1% level) (N = 1009)

The findings indicate that there is a positive correlation between the dimensions School
and learning satisfaction (r = .30, p <.01; r = .40, p < .01), Preparation for the future (r
=.23, p <.01; r = .46, p < .01), Social integration (r = .27, p < .01; r = .39, p < .01),
School achievement (r = .34, p <.01; r = .51, p < .01), and Teachers (r = .30, p < .01; r
= .42, p < .01) in both social competence dimensions. The Negative feelings about
school dimension, as was expected, is negatively related to both social competence
dimensions (r = -.16, p < .01; r = -.16, p < .01). All correlations have the normal
direction and are mostly low. In line with what has been said, the first research
hypothesis was confirmed.
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Furthermore, to examine if there are statistically significant differences in the
perception of social competence and the quality of school life in terms of students’
gender, a t-test was used for each dimension. Before that, variance homogeneity had
been checked to enable the selection of the t-test for the tested variables. The results are
presented in Table 3.

Table 3
T-test for testing the difference in results in dimensions according to gender
male female
F t f d M SD M SD

School and learning satisfaction 265 -080 1005 .05 26 1.00 26 0.9
Negative feelings about school 132 -436** 1005 .27 26 094 29 099
Preparation for the future 4.29* -455** 1004.1 29 34 108 37 0.98
Social integration 001 224 1005 .14 31 070 3.0 0.69
School achievement 6.80** -0.98 10041 .06 35 097 35 0.89
Teachers 213 -104 1005 .07 35 103 35 0.95
Prosocial communication skills 005 248 1005 .16 35 074 34 0.73
Emotion regulation skills 5.08* -556** 10025 .35 39 057 41 051

LEGEND: F — variance homogeneity, t — t-test, df — degrees of freedom, d — Cohen’s d, M —
arithmetic mean, SD — standard deviation, ** p < 0.01 (significant at the 1% level), * p < 0.05
(significant at the 5% level) (N = 1009)

The second hypothesis assumed that there is a statistically significant difference in the
assessment of one’s own social competence dimensions and the quality of school life
dimension between female and male adolescents. It was also assumed that female
adolescents would assess these dimensions more positively, except the dimension
Negative feelings about school.

Statistically significant differences between male and female adolescents were
identified in dimensions Negative feelings about school (t(1005) = - 4.36, p <. 01),
Preparation for the future (t(1004.1) = - 4.55, p < .01), Social integration (t(1005) =
2.24, p < .05), Prosocial communication skills (t(1005) = 2.48, p < .05), and Emaotion
regulation skills (t(1002.5) = - 5.56, p < .01). Cohen’s d reveals that the results have a
small size effect for the variables Social integration and Prosocial communication skills,
and moderate size effect for all other variables for which statistically significant
differences were identified. Statistically significant differences were not identified in
the following variables: School and learning satisfaction (t(1005) = 0.80, p > .05),
School achievement (t(1004.1) = -0.98, p > .05), and Teachers (t(1005) = -1.04 ,p >
.05). The results show that girls have significantly more negative feelings about school,
and higher perception of preparation for the future and emotion regulation skills than
boys. On the contrary, boys have significantly higher results about social integration
and prosocial communication skills factors in comparison with girls. Since statistically
significant differences were found in some dimensions in favour of female adolescents,
while in other variables they show higher values in male adolescents or differences
were not found at all, the second hypothesis was partially confirmed.

In order to examine if there are statistically significant differences in the perceptions of
social competence and the quality of school life in terms of students’ age (grade),
Levene’s test for variance equality was used. It was found that the application of
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ANOVA in finding the solution to the posed research problem was justified. The results
of a simple variance analysis are presented in Table 4.

Table 4

Simple variance analysis in testing the differences between the obtained scale results
according to students’ grade

LV F df n? M6 M7 M8
School and learning satisfaction 220 5.95** 2/1006 .01 27 26 25
Negative feelings about school 0.02 4.38* 2/1006 .01 26 28 27
Preparation for the future 137 30.21** 2/1006 .06 38 35 3.2
Social integration 0.23 857** 2/1006 .02 31 30 29
School achievement 0.17 7.36** 2/1006 .01 37 35 34
Teachers 252 1455** 2/1006 .03 37 35 33
Prosocial communication skills 140 152 2/1006 .00 35 34 34
Emotion regulation skills 0.65 8.22** 2/1006 .02 41 40 39

LEGEND: LV — Levene’s test for variance homogeneity test, F - ratio, df — degrees of freedom, #?
- effect size, M6-8 — arithmetic means in Grades 6 — 8, ** p < 0.01 (significant at the 1% level),
* p < 0.05 (significant at the 5% level) (N = 1009)

The results presented in Table 4 reveal that all differences exhibit statistical differences,
except Prosocial communication skills, for which no statistically significant difference
was determined in adolescents’ assessment in terms of age. Effect sizes were small for
the dimensions School and learning satisfaction, Negative feelings about school, and
School achievement; they were medium for Social integration and Emotion regulation
skills, and high for Preparation for the future and Teachers. Scheffe’s test was applied to
test the differences between certain groups, and it resulted in various data, depending on
a dimension, as it is more suitable for exploring all possible contrasts and minimizing
the risk of Type I error in comparison with the Bonferroni test. Generally, they were all
in line with the set hypothesis, as can be seen in Table 5.

Table 5
Scheffe’s test for differences between groups while determining the differences in
scales results for variables with significant F ratio test, according to students’ grade

Differences between pairs

School and learning satisfaction G6>G8

Negative feelings about school G6<G7,G6<G8
Preparation for the future G6>G7,G6>G8;G7>G38
Social integration G6>G38

School achievement G6>G7,66>G8

Teachers G6>G7,66>G8

Emotion regulation skills G6>G7;,G6>G8

LEGEND: G 6 = Grade 6; G 7 = Grade 7; G 8 = Grade 8; > significantly higher result; <
significantly lower result (N = 1009)

The third hypothesis assumed that students in Grade 6 would have more positive
assessment of their own social competence dimensions and dimensions of the quality of
school life in comparison with students in Grade 7, except the Negative feelings about
school dimension, which they assessed negatively. Since statistically significant
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differences were found in all dimensions, and the direction of the differences was
expected, the third hypothesis was confirmed.

DISCUSSION

The aims of this research were to examine how adolescents perceive their own social
competence and the quality of school life, to determine if there is a correlation between
the social competence dimensions and dimensions of the quality of school life, and to
determine if there are gender and age differences in the assessment of social
competence and the quality of school life.

Among all dimensions, adolescents had the highest assessment of Emotion regulation
skills (M = 4.0; SD = 0.55). This dimension has the lowest standard deviation, which
indicates the lowest dispersion of responses. Adolescents feel that they can accept
something even when it is against their wishes, they cope well with failure, they can
calm down when they are upset and can stay calm during verbal arguments. The
dimension which was given the lowest assessment was School and learning satisfaction
(M = 2.6; SD = 0.98). The items comprising this dimension were written in affirmative
form and they described school as a place where students like to be, where they want to
go to every day, where they enjoy what they do, and where they can have fun and
pursue their interests. Unfortunately, low assessment given to this dimension reveals
that students do not perceive school in this way.

The findings also suggest that as the values of the results increase in the School and
studying satisfaction, Preparation for the future, Social integration, School achievement
and Teachers dimensions, the values of the results in both dimensions of social
competence increase as well. It was also determined that as the values of the results in
the Negative feelings about school dimension decrease, the values of the results in both
dimensions of social competence decrease as well. The obtained results are in line with
previous studies on these relationships (Bubi¢ & Goreta, 2015; Fejzi¢, 2017; Saneie &
Raeeisoon, 2020). These research findings can be viewed through a prism of
contemporary pedagogical and didactic approaches, which state that schools are social
and creative communities based on interactions and which abound in both positive and
negative emotional experiences. The obtained results can rely on the knowledge in the
areas of pedagogy and educational psychology, as the aspects of social competence
(self-regulation, collaboration and prosocial type of behaviour) facilitate the adaptation
process in the educational environment and make the learning process pleasant and
easier (Legkauskas & Magelinskaité-Legkauskiené, 2019; Lim et al., 2013; McClelland,
2006). The results obtained in this research are in line with the results of previous
research which confirms that students with more developed social competence tend to
have better academic achievements (Markus et al., 2017; Selimovi¢ et al., 2018;
Tabassum et al., 2020; Yan & Quispe, 2022), which is frequently associated with a
better quality of school life. The quality of both students’ and teachers’ social
interaction in the educational environment has a beneficial effect on student academic
achievements, school satisfaction, the perception of the learning process and the
perception of school as a relevant community which prepares students for professional
development and life in the community. The findings of Holder and Coleman (2009)
support the obtained results, as they state that social integration of students is a
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significant factor in the quality of school life. Furthermore, research results indicate that
female adolescents had better values of the results in dimensions Emotion regulation
skills and Preparation for the future, in comparison with their male counterparts. It is
surprising that female adolescents had a higher result in the Negative feelings about
school dimension and a lower result in the Social integration and Prosocial
communication skills dimensions in comparison with male adolescents. The obtained
results, which point to the fact that female adolescents have better emotion regulation
skills, were confirmed in previous studies (Patel, 2017; Sanchis-Sanchis, 2020). They
had higher values of the result in the Preparation for the future dimension than their
male colleagues. This result is in line with the findings obtained by Filiz & Demirhan
(2018) and Raboteg-Sari¢ et al. (2009), which indicate that in comparison with male
adolescents, female adolescents are more oriented toward future plans and preparation
for the future professional roles. The obtained result in this research showing that
female adolescents express more negative feelings about school than male adolescents
is contrary to the results of previous studies (Bayram & Eksioglu, 2020; Bosakova et
al., 2020; Hajovsky et al., 2017). As it is a dimension of the quality of school life which
is conditioned by various social and emotional experiences, there are various and
numerous reasons why it was given higher assessment by female participants. A
possible explanation could be found in previous research by Eriksen et al. (2017) and
Anupam & Sarad (2023), who state that female adolescents are more susceptible to
academic stress in general. Academic stress causes various problems for students,
sometimes even behavioural disorders, such as anxiety, withdrawal, timidity and
depression, which are undoubtedly reflected in negative feelings about school.

The expected differences in favour of female adolescents in dimensions School and
studying satisfaction, School achievement and Teachers were not identified. Previous
research on school satisfaction does not reveal consistent results on gender differences,
so in the study carried out by Bayram & Eksioglu (2020) and Bosakova et al. (2020),
female adolescents were more satisfied with school in general, while in the studies
carried out by Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez (2009) and Huebner et al. (2001) no gender
differences in school satisfaction were found. No statistically significant differences in
favour of female adolescents were found in dimensions School achievement and
Teachers either. Previous research points to the fact that female adolescents establish a
more emotional and affectionate relationship with teachers than male adolescents, and
they tend to have better academic achievements (Hajovsky et al., 2017; Raboteg-Sari¢
et al., 2009). As these results are inconsistent, it can be concluded that there is space for
scientific research in the future on gender differences in factors which influence the
quality of school life. Based on the results, the second hypothesis was partially
confirmed.

The third hypothesis assumed that students in Grade 6 would have more positive
assessment of their own social competence and more positive dimensions of the quality
of school life in comparison with students in Grades 7 and 8. The results revealed that
all differences were statistically significant, except those for Prosocial communication
skills. The obtained result, that younger students tend to be more satisfied with school
and learning, are in line with reports on previous studies (Bayram & Eksioglu, 2020;
Buterin-Mici¢, 2019; Kong, 2008). Okun et al. (1990) state that the reason accounting
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for this is that older students believe they are not sufficiently involved in the decisions
about their education. If the School achievement dimension is analysed in more detail, it
can be seen that as the students’ age increases, they exhibit lower results. This is not
surprising, taking into consideration the particularities of the vertical structure of
primary education. In the final grades of primary school (Grades 7 and 8), students
work on more complicated materials which differ in intensity and scope, and they cope
with new subjects, Chemistry and Physics. Accordingly, demands in mastering the new
subject areas might have a great association with students’ school achievements.
According to the obtained results, students in Grade 6 feel that their relationship with
teachers is closer than students in Grades 7 and 8 do. These results are in line with
previous research which revealed a constant decrease in the quality of student-teacher
rapport as students’ age increases (Coelho et al., 2020; Thornberg et al., 2023). One of
the reasons for the deteriorated student-teacher rapport, according to Eccles et al.
(1993), is that older students demand more autonomy, and teachers often respond to this
need with restrictions, which often leads to conflicts. A possible explanation of this
result is that students in Grades 7 and 8 have more teachers, as they have more school
subjects. The results obtained in a study carried out by Simié¢-Sasi¢ (2016) show that
changes in the number of subject teachers imply a lower level of social integration,
emergence of inappropriate patterns of behaviour, increased aggressiveness in students,
and students’ withdrawal. Furthermore, the obtained results indicate that students in
Grade 6 have more positive assessment of their social competence in comparison with
students in Grades 7 and 8. Similar results were obtained by Malki¢-Ali¢kovi¢ (2017),
who states that younger students have developed their social competence more than
students in Grades 7 and 8. Higher assessment of social competence in younger
students, according to the obtained results, is associated with better social relationships
and better social integration. The analysis of previous body of research makes it clear
that student beliefs about their own social and academic self-efficacy have a significant
impact on academic achievement and the quality of social interaction in the educational
environment (Bubi¢ & Goreta, 2015; Leonard, 2002; Shim et al., 2013). The results
obtained by Lang (2010) show that students who have better social skills are more
successful in initiating social interaction, they can adapt to school environment better
and more easily, they are more successful in recognising and understanding the social
norms of their peers, and are more socially responsible. In the educational context, these
aspects of social competence are considered socially desirable behaviour, which has a
powerful relationship with the quality of social interaction and peer integration, as has
been implied by the obtained results. In line with the obtained results, the third
hypothesis was confirmed.

However, this research has some limitations. The sample was purposive, so the results
cannot be generalized. Another limitation is the fact that additional variables, such as
school size, school location (urban or rural), student school achievement, the number of
siblings and friends, etc., were not taken into consideration. This paves the way for new,
more comprehensive research.

CONCLUSION

School environment is significant and extremely influential, as it is a place where
adolescents gain and develop numerous competences. Nowadays, there is a growing
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number of studies on non-academic achievements of students, while this paper focuses
on social competence and the quality of school life of adolescents.

The research results emphasize relatively consistent, although moderate correlations
between the dimensions of social competence and all dimensions of the quality of
school life of adolescents. Apart from that, our results suggest that in some dimensions,
there is a statistically significant gender difference in the assessment of students’ own
social competence and dimensions of the quality of school life. As far as students’ age
is concerned, differences were found in almost all dimensions, in favour of younger
participants. Future research could be focused on determining the causal relationships
between dimensions of social competence and the quality of school life.

The obtained findings have some practical implications as well. They extend our
understanding of social competence and the quality of school life of adolescents in the
primary school context, which could help develop programmes for the improvement of
social competence and the quality of school life of adolescents, as well as plan various
interventions. Developed social competence could become a protective factor which
helps students cope well in the school environment, as well as outside the school
context. The findings could also be taken as a starting point for designing pedagogical
workshops which can help teachers and pedagogues in their work, by focusing the
activities on the specific dimensions of social competence and the quality of school life.
In addition, older students give lower assessment of their own social competence and
the quality of school life, so they should be the target group that school management
should take more care of.
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