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Abstract
Background  High academic aspirations relate to higher achievement and better mental 
health, but less is known about how these aspirations are formed in relation to the educa-
tional context.
Objective  This study aims to investigate the relationship between overall school climate, 
with particular concern for the dimensions of school level expectations and support as 
rated by both teachers and students and adolescent academic aspirations.
Methods  Multilevel logistic models for repeated measures were used in order to investi-
gate the relationship between measures of school climate and adolescents’ academic aspi-
rations. Three annual waves of questionnaire data were used to obtain aggregated teacher- 
and student-rating of school climate, including specific dimensions of teacher expectations 
and support.
Results  Positive teacher-rated overall school climate was associated with an increased 
odds of adolescents aiming at a university education rather than at a lower one (adjusted 
OR 1.36, 95% CI 1.14–1.63 for the intermediate tertile; OR 1.39, 95% CI 1.14–1.70 for the 
highest tertile). A similar trend was found for the teacher-rated measures of expectations 
and student focus, but not for any of the student-rated school climate measures.
Conclusion  A positive school climate rated by teachers appears to predict adolescents’ uni-
versity aspirations. Future research should clarify which aspects of the school climate may 
influence adolescent academic aspirations from the students’ perspective.
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Introduction

High academic aspirations refer to a person aiming to stay in education longer and cor-
relate with more positive mental health in terms of both internalizing (Almroth et  al. 
2018) and externalizing problems (Almroth et  al. 2019) as well as high academic 
achievement (Khattab 2015). However, a better understanding of factors that impact the 
development of adolescent’s academic aspirations is needed before this knowledge can 
be translated into strategies aimed at the improvement of academic trajectories while 
preserving mental well-being.

The majority of previous studies on adolescent academic expectations or aspirations 
focused on the influence of socio-demographic characteristics such as gender (Kirk 
et  al. 2012; Mello 2008), race or ethnicity (Irvinet al. 2016; Nitardy et  al. 2015), or 
socioeconomic status (Chykina et al. 2016), that is, characteristics that are not modifi-
able. Less attention has been given to potentially modifiable contextual factors such as 
those related to the educational environment.

According to Ecological Systems Theory, a developing person lies at the center of 
several nested and inter-related systems ranging from the more proximal microsystems 
that an individual interacts with directly to the more distal societal and cultural norms 
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). School is an important microsystem and a major 
context for cognitive development, health promotion and prevention of risk factors 
affecting adolescents’ health. Furthermore, school is assumed to reduce inequality in 
developmental opportunities in relation to socio-demographic characteristics. For exam-
ple, a systematic review of 78 studies found that a positive school climate consistently 
minimized the gap in academic achievement between high and low socioeconomic sta-
tus students (Berkowitz et al. 2016).

Measurements of school climate vary extensively between studies, but they gener-
ally encompass issues like safety, relationships between students and staff, teaching 
approaches, and the physical school facilities (Hultin et  al. 2018; Thapa et  al. 2013). 
Positive school climates in these domains are associated with favorable academic out-
comes, less truancy, and improved student self-concept (Haynes et  al. 1997). Less is 
known, however, about how the school climate specifically influences students’ aca-
demic aspirations.

Several previous studies found an association between various aspects of a positive 
school climate and high academic aspirations (Israelashvili 1997; Madarasova-Geckova 
et al. 2010; Marjoribanks 2002). However, another study found students’ perception of 
school climate, defined by feelings of safety and belonging at school, to be negatively 
associated with academic aspirations, and attributed this unexpected finding to an anti-
education ethos in the English context (Frostick et  al. 2016). Other studies have con-
sidered school climate in relation to constructs which may be similar or closely related 
to academic aspirations. For instance, some studies have found a positive relationship 
between aspects of school climate and student engagement in school (Bear et al. 2018; 
Wang and Holcombe 2010; Yang et al. 2018) or future goals (Lindstrom-Johnson et al. 
2016).

All of the above-mentioned studies relied only on student perception of school cli-
mate, and the majority did not measure school climate on an aggregate level. Because 
school climate is based on a collective experience, it may be better understood through 
multiple and aggregate perspectives rather than individual ratings (Grosin 2004). It is 
important to understand the school environment as a context rather than an individual 
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experience. Measuring school climate and academic aspirations using the same inform-
ant may also result in cognitive bias, where individuals with a tendency towards lower 
aspirations may evaluate their school climates more negatively rather than the other way 
around.

One particular dimension of school climate which may be important for academic 
aspirations is the academic and behavioral expectations conveyed at the overall school 
level by the teaching body and by the school leadership; an aspect that remains to be 
elucidated. In fact, the existing empirical evidence only concern individual teachers’ 
expectations as predictors of their own students’ academic achievement (Benner and 
Mistry 2007; Gregory and Huang 2013) and perception of abilities (Rubie-Davies 
2006). One study has also found that teachers’ expectations predicted their own stu-
dents’ academic aspirations (Irvin et al. 2016). However, expectations as a whole-school 
vocation are a different dimension compared to expectations conveyed in a classroom 
environment by individual teachers. It is important to further understand how expecta-
tions are conveyed on a school level through the school’s educational climate and how 
this relates to the formation of academic aspirations.

Despite their heterogeneity, most measures of school climate include at least one 
aspect of teacher support or quality of the student–teacher relationships (Berkowitz 
et al. 2016). Some studies have found that perceived support from teachers and counse-
lors in terms of availability and approachability were related to higher student academic 
expectations or aspirations (Melkman et  al. 2016; Smith et  al. 2016), indicating that 
teacher support may be a dimension of school climate of paramount importance to the 
development of students’ academic aspirations.

Sweden provides a unique context for investigating educational environments and 
the formation of academic aspirations because the school system was rapidly decentral-
ized during the 1990s (Wikström 2006). At the same time, a policy change allowed the 
emergence of privately run but publicly funded independent schools. This has resulted 
in greater inequality between schools in terms of students’ socioeconomic background 
(Berhanu 2010; Wikström 2006) and academic achievements (OECD 2015). Thus, it 
is important to consider whether the relationship between school climate factors and 
academic aspirations may differ according to some of these structural and functional 
aspects of Swedish schools, such as public or private management and compositional 
sociodemographic characteristics. Specifically, whether school climate may be more 
important to the development of academic aspirations in certain sociodemographic con-
texts. Furthermore, the end of 9th grade represents an educational transition where stu-
dents decide if they want to continue their education after compulsory school, and if so, 
if they would like to follow an academic or vocational track (OECD 2015). Thus, the 
final years of compulsory school are an important time for the development of academic 
aspirations. Additionally, Sweden has fewer financial barriers to higher education com-
pared to other contexts, perhaps making student’s academic aspirations more malleable 
and less dependent on their family’s financial circumstances.

The present study aims to investigate the extent to which a positive school climate, 
measured as an aggregated and contextual factor is related to adolescents’ university 
aspirations and engagement with future goals. The study uses multiple informants, in 
that both the teacher and student collective experiences of school climate are consid-
ered, as well as its specific dimensions of school-level expectations and support. Fur-
ther, this study aims to explore whether specific structural and functional characteristics 
of schools moderate the relationships between school climate and adolescents’ academic 
aspirations.
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Because proximal environments, and more specifically, school climates, have been 
found to be related to academic outcomes, we predict that more positive school climates 
with higher expectations and greater student support will relate to university aspirations 
and higher student engagement. Furthermore, we hypothesize that both teacher and student 
higher ratings of school climate will predict higher academic aspirations, but these perspec-
tives may represent important differences which are neglected in current modern school 
climate research which only captures the students’ perspective. Finally, because of specific 
structural components of the Swedish school system, we hypothesize that school climate 
may show stronger associations in schools which may be more disadvantaged in Sweden’s 
current academic system in terms of school management and demographic composure.

Method

Study Population and Design

This study builds on the KUPOL longitudinal study focusing on the relationship between 
school factors and adolescent mental health in Sweden. Extensive information regarding 
the study design and the data collection procedure of the KUPOL study has previously been 
published (Galanti et al. 2016) and will be briefly summarized here. The parents of 3959 
7th grade adolescents (age 13) from 101 Swedish primary schools gave informed consent 
for their children’s participation in the study during the 2013/2014 or 2014/2015 school 
years. Parents and children answered questionnaires at baseline and during two subsequent 
annual follow-ups. Data assessing school climate were collected in the same schools during 
each schoolyear using anonymous questionnaires given to all teachers and to all 9th grade 
students. Therefore, the student informants on school climate did not encompass the cohort 
participants apart from the last year. Ninth grade students were chosen because they had 
attended the schools the longest and were thought to be able to give the most informed rat-
ing of the school climate. The school climate assessment was answered by 4542 teachers 
and 11,282 students during the years corresponding to the first wave of data collection.

The KUPOL study was approved by the Stockholm Ethics Review Board (reference 
numbers: 2012/1904-31/1 and 2016/1280-32). The authors declare that they have no con-
flict of interest.

Measures

School climate was assessed using the PESOC (Pedagogical and Social Climate) instru-
ment. This instrument, rooted in school effectiveness research, was developed in Sweden 
by Lennart Grosin (2004) with the intention of measuring aspects of school cultural, struc-
tural, and social climate based on the schools ethos, norms, and interactions between staff, 
students, and families (Hultin et al. 2018). The PESOC instrument has two versions: one 
capturing the teachers’ perspective, and one assessing the students’ perspective. Both ver-
sions have previously shown high validity and reliability (Dimitrova et  al 2016; Hultin 
et al. 2016, 2018).

More information about the scales and the items they contain have been described in 
detail elsewhere (Hultin et al. 2016, 2018).
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In summary, the teacher version contains 67 items divided into 11 subscales: expecta-
tions; teacher agreement about goals, norms, and rules; student focus; assumption about 
student’s ability to learn; communication between school and home; teachers’ interac-
tion and cooperation; teachers confidence and professional development; teaching activi-
ties; evaluation of academic progress of the student; principals pedagogic leadership; and 
involvement and support of school management. The student version includes 53 items in 
eight subscales: expectations; teacher norms; teacher support; teaching activities; student 
participation; school environment; school and home; and school leadership. All items for 
both versions of the instrument were answered on a four-point scale ranging from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree. There was an additional option for I don’t know which was 
coded as missing.

For this study we used scores derived from both instruments as follows. From the teach-
er’s instrument we derived the total PESOC score using all available items. The Cronbach’s 
alpha for the total teacher-rated PESOC was 0.96. We also used scores from two specific 
subscales: expectations and student focus. The expectations subscale contains four items 
regarding academic and behavioral expectations. A sample item is “Our principal has high 
demands and expectations for pupil academic results.” The student focus subscale contains 
six items and evaluates student and teacher relationships, with a sample item being, “Social 
relationships between teachers and pupils are good at this school”. The Cronbach’s alphas 
for the teacher-rated expectations subscale and the student focus subscale were 0.64 and 
0.68 respectively.

From the student instrument, we also derived a total school climate score using all 53 
available items. The Cronbach’s alpha for the total student-rated PESOC was 0.96. We also 
derived the score from the student-rated expectations subscale containing four items and 
from the teacher support subscale containing five items. The Cronbach’s alphas for these 
subscales were 0.59 and 0.77, respectively.

All scores from the PESOC instruments were calculated as an average score of the cor-
responding items, where a higher score is equivalent to a more positive rating. Because the 
teacher-rated student focus subscale, the student-rated total school climate score, and the 
student-rated academic and disciplinary expectations scores had a range smaller than one, 
we categorized all PESOC scales and subscales according to their tertile distributions.

Students’ academic aspirations were assessed annually using two measures. Students 
were asked how far they wanted to go in school with the original response alternatives “I 
don’t know”, “high school vocational track”, “high school theoretical track”, and “univer-
sity”. This variable was dichotomized to reflect whether or not students wanted to attend 
university. The three non-university categories have shown consistent similarities to each 
other compared to the university category in previous analyses (Almroth et al. 2018, 2019).

Students’ aspirations and future goals were also assessed using the Future aspirations 
and Goals (FG) subscale of the validated Student Engagement Instrument (Appleton et al. 
2006; Betts et al. 2002). This subscale rests on five items regarding plans for future educa-
tion, the importance of education, and hopefulness about the future. Items were answered 
on a five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Following the pro-
tocol for the scale (Check and Connect Study 2015), the scale score is calculated as an 
average of the five items (ranging from one to five), where a higher score indicates higher 
aspirations. Because this variable did not meet the assumptions of normal distribution, a 
dichotomous variable was derived using the median of 4.6 as the cutoff point.

Other school related variables were obtained from the SIRIS online database of the 
Swedish National Agency for Education (https​://www.skolv​erket​.se/skolu​tveck​ling/stati​
stik). These included school ownership (public versus privately run school); percent of 

https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/statistik
https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/statistik
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students with parents with a university education; and percent of students born outside of 
Sweden.

Other individual-level variables were also measured. Parents’ education was assessed 
from the parents’ questionnaire and was categorized as “at least one parent attended uni-
versity” versus “neither parent attended university”. Parents’ country of birth, assessed the 
same way, was categorized as “both parents born in Sweden” versus “at least one parent 
born outside of Sweden”. Adolescents’ psychiatric diagnoses were obtained through link-
age to the child and youth outpatient register (BUP). This was then coded as “any psy-
chiatric diagnosis before baseline data collection” versus “no psychiatric diagnosis before 
baseline data collection”.

Statistical Analysis

Differences in the distribution of baseline characteristics according to adolescent’s baseline 
aspirations and FG scale were assessed using chi-square tests for categorical variables, and 
Kruskal–Wallis tests for continuous variables.

In order to investigate whether higher rated school climate factors predicted higher aca-
demic aspirations, and whether this differed depending on the student or teacher ratings, 
separate multilevel logistic regression models with repeated measures were built to meas-
ure the relationship between each of the PESOC scales and subscales and university aspira-
tions or the FG scale. Observations were used from all three yearly assessments for both 
individual and school-level measures, clustered within individuals (level 1) and schools 
(level 2). Individuals contributed to one or more time point given that they had complete 
information on the exposure and outcome for at least one of the data collection waves. 
Models were built using the GLIMMIX procedure using SAS Enterprise Guide 7.1. Mod-
els were first built containing no predictors for each of the two outcomes (university aspi-
rations and FG scale) in order to calculate the intra-class correlations. Unadjusted models 
were then built for each of the school climate predictors separately according to the two 
outcomes (Model 1). All models were then adjusted for parental education and birth coun-
try at the individual level (Model 2). These potential confounders were chosen because 
they are likely to influence both the choice of school and the adolescent’s aspirations, but 
do not lie on the causal pathway between the two.

To investigate whether the relationships between school climate factors and adolescent 
aspirations differed according to structural and functional factors at the school level, that is, 
whether school climate factors were more important under specific circumstances, models 
were stratified according to school ownership, proportion of students with parents with a 
university education, and proportion of students born outside of Sweden categorized by the 
corresponding tertile distribution. Formal tests of interaction were also performed using 
interaction terms.

Additionally, stratified models were built according to the individual sociodemographic 
factors of parents’ education, and parents’ country of birth. The purpose of this being to 
explore the extent to which relationships differed according to each factor rather than only 
adjusting for these factors in the main models.

Sensitivity analyses were also performed to assess the robustness of the results. In order 
to avoid the risk of reverse associations (i.e. that students’ selection of school is dependent 
on their mental health which may be related to their academic aspirations, thus predicting 
the climate of their school), we conducted all analyses after exclusion of students with a 



891Child & Youth Care Forum (2021) 50:885–899	

1 3

psychiatric diagnosis prior to entry into the cohort. In order to investigate the impact of 
school response rate, we repeated the analyses after exclusion of schools with less than 
30% response for the teacher or student PESOC ratings.

The percent of missing data in each covariate ranged from 2 to 15% during all three 
annual waves of data collection. Using multilevel models for repeated measures was a 
deliberate strategy for making the best use of the available data.

Results

Table 1 reports school and individual level predictors of academic aspirations and FG scale 
score. Both or at least one of these dimensions of aspirations were higher among students 
who attended private schools, schools with a higher average proportion of highly educated 
parents, and schools with a higher average proportion of students born outside of Sweden. 
Individual predictors of high academic aspirations and FG score were having at least one 
parent with university education or having at least one parent born outside of Sweden. No 
differences were apparent between adolescents with or without prior psychiatric diagnoses.

The intra-class correlation at the school level was 10% for university aspirations and 
6% for the FG score, indicating that 10% and 6% of the variability for university aspi-
rations and FG score is explained at the school level. Table  2 displays the associations 
between school climate scores and student university aspirations while the corresponding 
associations with the FG score are shown in Table 3. Attending a school where the teacher-
based school climate score was in the two higher tertiles compared to the lowest tertile was 
associated with an increased odds of students endorsing aspirations of university educa-
tion (adjusted OR 1.36 95% CI 1.14–1.63 for the intermediate tertile; OR 1.39 95% CI 
1.14–1.70 for the highest tertile). The teacher-rated expectations and student focus sub-
scales showed similar associations. Student-rated school climate was not associated with 
individual academic aspirations, nor were the expectations and teacher support subscales 
(Table 2). No significant associations were found between any of the school climate scales 
and the FG scale score (Table 3).

Stratified analyses and models including interaction terms did not generally reveal any 
moderating effects according to school ownership, percent of highly educated parents, or 
percent of students born outside of Sweden. Two of the student-rated measures of school 
climate and university aspirations seemed to vary according to the percent of students with 
parents born outside of Sweden. Even in this case, however, there were no clear and inter-
pretable patterns (Tables S3–S5). Similarly, there were no clear moderating effects accord-
ing to parental birth country and parental education at the individual level (not shown).

All associations were similar when excluding adolescents with a psychiatric diagnosis 
prior to baseline; or adolescents attending a school with a response rate to the PESOC cli-
mate rating instrument below 30% (Tables S1 and S2).

Discussion

In this large, multi-informant, longitudinal study of school-level predictors of Swed-
ish adolescents’ aspirations, we found that higher teacher-rated school climate, and the 
specific dimensions of expectations and student focus were associated with adolescents’ 
self-reported university aspirations. Surprisingly, no associations were found between the 
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student-rated school climate measures and adolescent university aspirations, and none of 
the school climate measures appeared to predict future aspirations and goals.

Previous studies have found positive school climate in general (Israelashvili 1997; Lind-
strom-Johnson et  al. 2016; Madarasova-Geckova et  al. 2010; Marjoribanks 2002) to be 
related to academic expectations or aspirations. Several others have pointed to the specific 
influence of teacher or school support (Melkman et  al. 2016; Smith et  al. 2016). Others 
have found a similar relationship between positive school climate and higher student aca-
demic engagement (Bear et al. 2018; Wang and Holcombe 2010; Yang et al. 2018). Our 
study, however, is novel in that we did not use the same student informant to measure both 
school climate factors and academic aspirations.

One previous study found that student’s perceptions of a positive school climate were 
associated with lower adolescent aspirations, however this particular study focused only on 
schools in areas of high deprivation and focused on aspects of school climate related to the 
social rather than academic environment (Frostick et al. 2016). The authors also described 

Table 2   Odds ratio and 95% 
confidence intervals for 
adolescent university aspirations 
according to school climate 
measures

OR odds ratio, CI confidence interval, PESOC pedagogic and social 
climate instrument
a Model 1 is unadjusted
b Model 2 is adjusted for parental education and parental country of 
birth

Exposure OR (95% CI)

Model 1a Model 2b

Teacher-rated total PESOC
Low 1 1
Medium 1.42 (1.19–1.70) 1.36 (1.14–1.63)
High 1.42 (1.16–1.73) 1.39 (1.14–1.70)
Teacher-rated expectations
Low 1 1
Medium 1.15 (0.97–1.36) 1.17 (0.99–1.38)
High 1.34 (1.11–1.61) 1.37 (1.13–1.66)
Teacher-rated student focus
Low 1 1
Medium 1.20 (1.02–1.40) 1.18 (1.00–1.38)
High 1.38 (1.12–1.71) 1.36 (1.10–1.68)
Student-rated total PESOC
Low 1 1
Medium 1.07 (0.94–1.22) 1.06 (0.92–1.22)
High 1.07 (0.90–1.28) 1.07 (0.89–1.28)
Student-rated expectations
Low 1 1
Medium 1.02 (0.88–1.18) 1.01 (0.87–1.17)
High 1.13 (0.96–1.34) 1.12 (0.95–1.33)
Student-rated teacher support
Low 1 1
Medium 1.11 (0.97–1.28) 1.10 (0.95–1.27)
High 1.09 (0.92–1.29) 1.08 (0.91–1.27)
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an anti-education ethos in this context, where students may be generally less likely to 
report high aspirations (Frostick et al. 2016). Perception of school environment and aspira-
tions were, again, reported by the same adolescents, and school level differences were not 
considered.

Our findings that teacher-rated positive overall school climate and the specific dimensions 
of teachers’ expectations and student focus are related to adolescents’ aspirations of univer-
sity education are in line with Ecological Systems Theory, which describes the complex 
interaction between a person and his or her environment (Bronfenbrenner 1979). Particularly, 
microsystems such as school shape psychological and behavioral development of individuals 
through rules and norms (Bronfenbrenner 1979). Stage-Environment Fit Theory also specifies 
that suboptimal learning environments fail to meet the needs of adolescents appropriate for 
their development, which results in a mismatch between the person and environment and leads 
to declining motivation (Roeser 2005). Thus, schools with higher rated total school climate, 
expectations, and student focus may be those with higher attention for students’ developmental 

Table 3   Odds ratio and 95% 
confidence intervals for high 
future aspirations and goals 
score according to school climate 
measures

OR odds ratio, CI confidence interval, PESOC pedagogic and social 
climate instrument
a Model 1 is unadjusted
b Model 2 is adjusted for parental education and parental country of 
birth

Exposure OR (95% CI)

Model 1a Model 2b

Teacher-rated total PESOC
Low 1 1
Medium 1.09 (0.92–1.27) 1.04 (0.88–1.23)
High 1.03 (0.86–1.23) 0.98 (0.82–1.17)
Teacher-rated expectations
Low 1 1
Medium 1.06 (0.91–1.23) 1.01 (0.87–1.18)
High 1.01 (0.85–1.20) 0.97 (0.82–1.15)
Teacher-rated student focus
Low 1 1
Medium 0.98 (0.84–1.13) 0.95 (0.82–1.10)
High 1.08 (0.89–1.29) 1.01 (0.84–1.22)
Student-rated total PESOC
Low 1 1
Medium 0.97 (0.85–1.10) 0.99 (0.87–1.12)
High 1.09 (0.93–1.28) 1.11 (0.95–1.31)
Student-rated expectations
Low 1 1
Medium 0.94 (0.82–1.08) 0.95 (0.82–1.09)
High 1.05 (0.90–1.22) 1.06 (0.91–1.24)
Student-rated teacher support
Low 1 1
Medium 1.02 (0.90–1.17) 1.05 (0.92–1.20)
High 1.02 (0.88–1.19) 1.04 (0.89–1.21)
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stages, in the end turning into higher aspirations. A small body of research has focused specifi-
cally on the authoritative school climate which is defined by both high expectations and high 
levels of teacher support (Konold and Cornell 2015). These aspects have been found to be 
related to better academic outcomes (Cornell et al. 2016; Jia et al. 2016), thus offering theo-
retical support to our findings that these particular aspects are important to the development of 
academic aspirations in our sample.

Our finding that student-rated school climate did not appear to be related to adolescent aca-
demic aspirations was somewhat surprising. One explanation might be that teacher reports 
capture some of the behind the scenes processes that may not be clear to students, such as 
interactions between staff, and school management, thus having a better assessment of how 
the school functions as a whole. Students may also be more likely to rate their school’s climate 
based on their individual experiences of specific teachers and their classroom climate, while 
teachers may more accurately assess the overall school climate, therefore making the students’ 
aggregated measure more heterogeneous and more difficult to interpret. Additionally, teach-
ers may derive their judgement through their experience with multiple schools, while most 
students do not have this perspective. These possible interpretations are particularly relevant 
considering that the vast majority of modern school climate research focuses exclusively on 
the student perspective (Berkowitz et  al. 2016). Our results point to the importance of the 
teachers’ perspective of school climate in relation to academic aspirations, an aspect which has 
often previously been neglected.

Though several studies found school climate to be related to academic engagement (Wang 
and Holcombe 2010; Yang et al. 2018), we saw consistently null associations when we used 
the scale which measures future goals and cognitive engagement with school. This instru-
ment may represent more intrinsically motivated aspirations compared to the more concrete 
and externally driven goal of university attendance. Because these previous studies relied on 
the same informant for both school climate measures and engagement in school, this asso-
ciation may be explained by correlation of individual characteristics or by reverse causality 
(i.e., intrinsic motivation determines positive school rating). It is possible that the school envi-
ronment may more easily influence specific extrinsic goals such as attending university com-
pared to intrinsic motivation related to student engagement. It is an interesting finding in itself 
that the majority of students in this sample reported being highly engaged in school, with the 
median score being quite close to the highest possible score. This may indicate that students’ 
internal engagement is influenced by other factors outside of the climate of the schools they 
attend.

Tendencies in the associations between the measures of school climate and adolescent 
academic aspirations were rather consistent even after stratifying for a variety of individual 
and school level socio-demographic characteristics, as well as in sensitivity analyses based 
on the mental health of the participants prior to baseline and on the proportion of responders. 
That the overall relationship between school climate and academic aspirations may be equally 
important regardless of school management and demographic composition is of particular 
interest in the Swedish context given that policy changes have affected school management 
and differences in school demographic makeup (Wiborg 2015; Wikström 2006).
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Strengths and Limitations

This study used a large sample of Swedish adolescents, multiple informants, and collected 
data over three yearly follow ups. Additionally, school climate was analyzed on an aggre-
gated level involving both teacher and student perspectives. There were also several limi-
tations. The recruitment of participating schools and students resulted in a selected sam-
ple, with an over-representation of high socio-economic status schools and families, which 
may have restricted the range of exposures and further limited the power to detect modest 
effects (Galanti et al. 2016). For example, the majority of students reported having quite 
high future aspirations and goals. Also, the generalizability of the findings may be limited 
by the selection of this sample in that there may be some variation in results when less edu-
cated and immigrant parents are better represented. However, stratified analyses according 
to parents’ education and birth country at the individual level did not reveal obvious dif-
ferences in associations in our sample. Sweden also has unique educational policies which 
may not be directly comparable with other national contexts. Additionally, although we 
adjusted the associations for several potential confounders, we cannot rule out residual 
confounding due to unmeasured factors influencing both individuals’ choice of school and 
their academic aspirations.

Conclusion

A positive school climate rated by teachers appears to be important for adolescents’ want-
ing to achieve university education. This is important considering that the teachers’ per-
spective is often neglected in related research. Future research should focus on refining 
dimensions of the school climate from the students’ perspective that may influence youth 
academic aspirations. Also, interventions targeting the school climate are needed to deter-
mine whether this can actually be improved and whether this improvement reflects an 
increase of academic aspirations among young people as well as subsequent trajectories 
of academic achievements and mental health. Because of its potentially important implica-
tions for the development of adolescents academic aspirations, school climate should be 
an important part of the discussion in terms of school planning and evaluation. Lastly, it 
may be important to find ways to better understand and support students who do not have 
university aspirations.
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