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Abstract
In recent years, there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of 
understanding the educational experiences of immigrant students, particularly 
in diverse societies like Chile. Immigrant students often encounter unique chal-
lenges related to language, culture, and social integration, which can significantly 
impact their perceptions of school norms, school bonding, experiences of school 
violence, and overall well-being. However, there is a limited understanding of 
the specific differences between Chilean students and immigrant students in 
these domains. This study aims to bridge this gap by examining the differences 
between Chilean and immigrant students in their perception of school norms, lev-
els of school bonding, experiences of school violence, and well-being. The study 
used a sample of 2,040 high school students residing in Chile from 20 schools 
(Mage = 14.9; 49% girls; 11.3% youths of immigrant origin). Results indicated 
that non-Chilean students exhibited higher levels of behavioral norms and lower 
levels of bonding. No statistically significant differences were observed for school 
violence and well-being. Implications for the development of educational policies 
that promote strategies for the development of a positive school climate are dis-
cussed, conceiving the school from the perspective of diverse and inclusive class-
rooms, which allow for the enrichment of culture and promote the well-being of 
the entire educational community.

Keywords Adolescents · Life satisfaction · Migration · School social climate · 
School violence

 * Jorge J. Varela 
 jovarela@udd.cl

1 Facultad de Psicología, Universidad del Desarrollo, Av. Plaza 680, Santiago, Chile
2 Núcleo Científico-Tecnológico en Ciencias Sociales y Humanidades, Universidad de La 

Frontera, Temuco, Chile

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3651-9715
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12187-023-10075-5&domain=pdf


32 J. J. Varela et al.

1 3

Children’s subjective well-being, and in particular, life satisfaction, has 
shown the relevance of satisfaction with a positive school life. Studies show 
that positive school experiences, good school performance, and more signifi-
cant school commitment are associated with high levels of life satisfaction. 
A positive school climate, including norms valued and accepted by students, 
and bonding to the school institution. is related to a positive coexistence 
within the classroom, fewer conflicts due to cultural or ethnic differences, 
greater tolerance of cultural diversity, and less racial discrimination. How-
ever, immigrants are at higher risk of being bullying victims and having less 
well-being in school. Despite the relevance of these dimensions, few stud-
ies have examined in Chile whether there are differences between Chilean 
and foreign national students regarding their life satisfaction, perception of 
school norms, school bonding and bullying behaviors. Therefore, our study 
aimed to examine the differences between Chilean and non-Chilean adoles-
cents considering their self-report all these dimensions which is relevant for 
adolescents.

1  Subjective Well‑Being and Life Satisfaction

The study of subjective well-being (SWB) in children has recently experienced 
dynamic development (Rees, 2017, 2019) and the value of the importance of con-
sidering it from a child’s perspective is increasingly being recognized (Adam-
son, 2013; Ben-Arieh, 2008a, b). Subjective well-being refers to how individuals 
evaluate their lives (Campbell et al., 1976). SWB is constituted of three elements. 
Two of them are the affective processes of positive and negative affect, and the 
third element concerns the cognitive process of life satisfaction (Diener, 1984). 
For the purposes of this study, we focus on this last element of well-being: Life 
satisfaction.

Life satisfaction is the cognitive, global assessment of a person’s behaviors, 
feelings, and attitudes from their own perspective ranging from positive to neg-
ative. One of the best indicators of young people includes happiness, positive 
functioning, and well-being (Proctor et al., 2009; Suldo & Huebner, 2006). Chil-
dren’s lives unfold in multiple dimensions: family, peers, neighborhood, friends, 
school, etc., and each of these influences their perceptions of their own well-
being (Ben-Arieh, 2000; Ben-Arieh & George, 2001).

One of the relevant aspects of the study of life satisfaction in children has 
focused on factors associated with school life (Casas et al., 2014). Life satisfac-
tion is a concept that can contribute to the understanding of school dynamics 
as determinants of mental health or discomfort (Alfaro et al., 2016a, b; Álvarez 
et al., 2018; Varela et al., 2017, Bravo-Sanzana et al., 2019a, b, 2020). The litera-
ture especially shows the need for more research among children and adolescents 
across different cultures (Proctor et al., 2009), as there are no periodic and com-
parable measurements between populations from different socio-cultural contexts 
(Casas et al., 2013).
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1.1  Immigrant Life Satisfaction

The migration experience is complex and has been studied from various perspec-
tives; however, research with a focus on life satisfaction in immigrants is still scarce 
(Panzeri, 2019). Immigration is one of the most significant stressful events in peo-
ple’s lives. People who migrate must face multiple stressors, such as loss of social 
and material support from family or friends, discrimination, underemployment, 
adaptation to cultural norms and communication barriers, among others. Related 
research has paid more attention to these already complex aspects of migration than 
to the study of well-being and happiness. Most studies, mainly in the adult popula-
tion, tend to show that immigrants often report lower levels of well-being and happi-
ness than natives (Kóczán, 2016; Panzeri, 2019), but less research reports that well-
being increases (D’Isanto et al., 2016; Nikolova & Graham, 2015).

The study of well-being in adolescents is essential, as it is a critical period due to 
the intense physical and psychological changes experienced by adolescents (Gelhaar 
et  al., 2007). It has been shown that life satisfaction tends to decrease during this 
period compared to childhood, and then gets restored at the onset of young adult-
hood (Casas & González-Carrasco, 2019; González-Carrasco et  al., 2017; Ronen 
et al., 2016). Although research is scarce, adolescents who also migrate at this time 
may be more affected by this decline. Such a decline in well-being may be consistent 
with the other negative effects observed in the acculturation process in immigrants, 
such as acculturative stress, and mental health problems such as anxiety or depres-
sion (Sirin et al., 2013; Turjeman et al., 2008).

In the school context, it is recognized that migration implies a process of psycho-
social adjustment for both immigrant students and the receiving society (Salas et al., 
2017). Several studies have revealed various barriers that hinder their social and cul-
tural integration (Cerón et al., 2017; Mera-Lemp et al., 2021; Riedemann & Stefoni, 
2014; Salas et al., 2017). In the case of Chile, immigration in 2010 accounted for 
1.8% of the total population and in 2019 it stood at 7.7%, the highest percentage dur-
ing the last century (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas [INE], 2018, INE, Departa-
mento de Extranjería y Migración, 2020). A growing increase in the child and ado-
lescent immigrant population has been observed, which in 2018 was 15% of the total 
number of immigrants (INE 2018, 2020) equivalent to slightly more than 152,000 
school-aged children (5 to 19 years old). This growth had already meant a doubling 
of enrollment in the school system between 2015 and 2017 (Ministerio de Edu-
cación [MINEDUC], Centro de Estudios, 2018). As previously observed, this indi-
cates tension in the educational system (Barrios-Valenzuela & Palou-Julián, 2014) 
mainly focused on public schools that serve the country’s lower-income population 
who present higher vulnerability indexes (Joiko & Vásquez, 2016). The Chilean 
Ministry of Education has set out a series of guidelines to manage the integration 
of immigrant children in schools taking an inclusion approach (Agencia de Calidad 
de la Educación, Servicio Jesuita de Migración & Consultoría Focus 2019; Superin-
tendencia de Educación, 2016).

Although in Chile research on well-being in immigrants is still scarce, there is 
some evidence, for example: feeling rooted in a country acts as a positive media-
tor in the relationship between acculturation stress and psychological well-being 
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of Colombian and Peruvian immigrants residing in Chile (Urzúa et  al., 2019). 
In the school context, it is recognized that migration implies a process of psy-
chosocial adjustment for both migrant students and the receiving society (Salas 
et al., 2017), several studies have revealed dynamics of discrimination and vari-
ous barriers that hinder their social and cultural integration for both migrating 
students (Arellano et  al., 2016; Pavez-Soto et  al., 2022; Riedemann & Stefoni, 
2014), as well as on the attitudes and prejudices of the receiving society (Cerón 
et al., 2017; Mera-Lemp et al., 2021; Salas et al., 2017; Sirlopú et al., 2015), all 
these studies account for the difficulties presented to the different actors in the 
school context.

In Chile, although there are many studies of migrant well-being on adult pop-
ulation (Mera-Lemp et  al., 2019, 2020; Silva et  al., 2016; Yáñez & Cárdenas, 
2010), research on children and youth wellbeing is still scarce, with only a few 
studies having investigated the topic. Although there are few studies on life sat-
isfaction between Chilean and migrant students, few studies have found no sta-
tistically significant difference in average life satisfaction with the Overall Life 
Satisfaction (OLS) or the dimensions of the Personal Well-Being Index. This 
result was found with adolescents in Santiago, where the differences were found 
only in the material condition and the use of time (Céspedes et al., 2020). When 
life satisfaction was measured with the Student Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS), 
Céspedes et al. (2021) only found a difference in one item of the scale that states 
“my life is going well,“ with migrant students scoring higher. However, in the 
total score of the scale that evaluates satisfaction with life, no statistically sig-
nificant differences were observed between the two groups. Another study found 
that differences in life satisfaction and its domains depended on the group age: 
in the group of 8–9 years old, immigrants scored higher than non-immigrants 
in global life satisfaction, while the opposite was found for the group of 10–13 
years old (Urzúa et al., 2021). In all age groups, non-immigrants reported higher 
satisfaction in the domains of family and home and material goods, while 
migrants had higher satisfaction with school. To these differences, it would be 
necessary to add the cultural differences that arise in the phenomenon of assimi-
lation in migration, which in the case of migrant children have been studied in 
the school context since it is this that should welcome and facilitate the inte-
gration of these students to culture through a ministerial policy of inclusion. 
In fact, a qualitative study in the region with the higher population of migrants 
revealed that inclusion and good treatment depend on the levels of assimilation 
of migrants, who are also racialized and sexualized, especially girls, in addition 
to the presence of a discourse of stigmatization of migrant children (Pavez-Soto 
et  al., 2019). Due to sociocultural differences, a deficit is usually attributed to 
migrant students associated with prejudices from the educational community, 
difficulty adapting to the norms, and low academic performance (Cerón et  al., 
2017; Kaluf, 2009).

Although these data are a contribution to the knowledge about the well-being 
of immigrant children and youth in Chile, there is still a lack of research on ado-
lescent immigrants, their well-being and any interactions with other phenomena 
found in this context, such as school violence.
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1.2  School Violence

Violence against children and adolescents is a global public health, human rights, 
and social problem (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020). Research has 
unveiled the “biology of violence,“ showing the harmful effects of violent acts on 
the architecture of the brain during childhood and adolescence (Anda et al., 2010) in 
addition to its effects in adulthood (Danese & McEwen, 2012).

Violence emerges in various social spaces like schools (Furlong & Morrison, 
2000). Akiba et al. (2010) define school violence as any physical or psychological 
assault, or the threat of assault, by students on other students or teachers at school, 
including verbal abuse and intimidation for theft, rape, and homicide. Lester et al. 
(2017) identify expressions of school violence ranging from aggression against 
school property, interpersonal verbal violence, bullying, up to lethal rampages. 
According to Devries et al. (2019), in the school context in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, school violence is widespread in all ages, with physical violence ranging 
from 17 to 61%. In Chile, school violence was the most common factor associated 
with a hostile school climate (Trucco & Inostroza, 2017).

Such violence would have consequences for the entire educational community 
(Castro & Varela, 2013). The literature reports that it negatively affects learning, which 
is associated with victimization experiences (Bravo-Sanzana et  al.,  2019a, b, 2020, 
2021, Varela et al., 2019, 2021; Gardella et al., 2016). It longitudinally affects different 
aspects of a person’s life with outcomes associated with mental health and involve-
ment in criminal behaviors (Polanin et al., 2021). From this perspective in a multicul-
tural context, the literature shows evidence first- and second-generation immigrant stu-
dents reported being victims of bullying more frequently than peers from their home 
country (Alivernini et al., 2019; Hjern et al., 2013). Likewise, victims of bullying may 
also experience increased risk behaviors such as self-harm, substance abuse, and sui-
cidal ideation when combined with low social support and connectedness (Eastman 
et al., 2018). This lack of social support may be exacerbated in multicultural contexts. 
Thus, there is evidence that immigrant students are victimized more frequently and are 
more likely to be isolated in the classroom (Alivernini & Manganelli, 2016).

Another form of school violence is manifested in discriminatory behaviors whose 
purpose or effect nullifies or undermines equal treatment in education (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 1960). This 
type of violence negatively affects academic engagement for immigrant students 
with various expressions of stereotypical prejudice (Leaper & Brown, 2014; Leath 
et  al., 2019; Triventi, 2019) and adverse effects on mental health (Puhl & King, 
2013). In Chile, one study showed that immigrant children and adolescents have a 
higher perception of discrimination than non-migrants. These differences are present 
in all ages, and a significant relationship was observed between perceived discrimi-
nation and acculturation stress (Caqueo-Urízar et  al., 2019). In addition, a recent 
study concluded that the presence of discriminatory experiences as an immigrant is 
a mediating variable of the adaptive process (Segovia, 2021).

Although research on immigration in Chile has increased (Jiménez-Moya et al., 
2017; Meeus et al., 2017) there are not enough studies in the school context (Joiko 
& Vásquez, 2016; Poblete & Galaz, 2017) and more specifically, studies on its 
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relationship with school violence. Even though previous studies highlight the nega-
tive consequences of school violence, especially for immigrant children, few studies 
examined differences among Chilean adolescents. Studying these differences among 
immigrant and Chilean adolescents is particularly relevant today considering the 
increasing number of immigrant adolescents and the segregated school system in 
Chile (Bellei et al., 2019), which may shape a less inclusive school system with a 
negative school climate.

1.3  School Norms

One important aspect of students’ experience at school is school norms, which are 
understood as the prescriptions about what is or isn’t allowed in specific spaces 
(Álvarez-García et al., 2013). Research shows that fair and consistent student disci-
pline, emphasizing compliance with rules, is associated with less negative behavior 
and school violence (Gottfredson et al., 2005; Kapa & Gimbert, 2018; Weishew & 
Peng, 1993). In this regard, it is important for the rules to be known by everyone and 
enforced, without resorting to overly harsh and strict disciplinary practices, as they 
may potentially trigger even more violent reactions from students (Banzon-Librojo 
et  al., 2017; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985; Heitzman, 1983). Furthermore, it 
has been observed that, rather than solely disseminating the rules and the associ-
ated sanctions for non-compliance, a disciplinary strategy that involves the construc-
tion of consensus-based norms with members of the school community is associated 
with reduced disruptive behavior and lower levels of violence in its various forms 
within the school environment (Álvarez-García et al., 2013; Pérez, 2007).

Several authors emphasize the advantages of the consensual construction of 
norms, including facilitating greater knowledge, understanding, and acceptance of 
the norms by students (DeVries & Zan, 2003; Pérez, 1997). Schimel (2003) suggests 
that students are more likely to internalize and respect norms that they have partici-
pated in creating, as perceiving them as externally imposed may lead them to follow 
the norms only to avoid punishment, limiting their moral development. According to 
Barriocanal (2001), democratic strategies for defining norms help reduce conflicts 
and promote peaceful and satisfactory resolution when they arise. Furthermore, evi-
dence from interventions using this methodology demonstrated positive outcomes, 
such as improvements in helping and collaborative behaviors, motivation, school 
engagement, and the organization of the learning environment (Pérez, 2007).

1.4  School Bonding

Social control theory was one of the first to propose that the bonding of indi-
viduals to social institutions could inhibit deviant behavior (Hirschi, 1969). Since 
then, various theoretical frameworks have recognized that bonding to school is a 
crucial factor that influences students’ development (Catalano et al., 2004; Cernk-
ovich & Giordano, 1992). According to Hirschi (1969), school bonding encom-
passes emotional connections and positive relationships among students, teach-
ers, and other school members. It also involves aligning personal values with the 
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values promoted by the school and actively engaging in school activities. In con-
trast, Catalano and Hawkins (1996) argued that involvement is a cause of attach-
ment rather than a dimension of it. They define school bonding as a combination 
of attachment and commitment to school (Catalano et al., 2004). In their Social 
Development Model, they emphasize the significance of school bonding as a pro-
tective factor that fosters positive outcomes by creating opportunities for positive 
social interactions and promoting prosocial behaviors.

The Social Development Model (Catalano & Hawkins, 1996) argues that 
strong social bonds act as a deterrent to behaviors that contradict the beliefs and 
practices of a social group. Thus, individuals are more likely to display either 
prosocial or antisocial behavior, depending on the prevailing behaviors, norms, 
and values upheld by the people or institutions to which they are connected (Cata-
lano et al., 2004). Similarly, Cernkovich and Giordano (1992) suggest that school 
bonding reduces the likelihood of engaging in delinquent activities. This frame-
work proposes that school bonding comprises two dimensions: one related to 
attachment and conformity to the overall school experience, and another encom-
passing teacher-student relationship, peer relationships, and relationships with 
other members of the school community (Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Murray 
& Greenberg, 2000, 2001). The first dimension is referred to as school attach-
ment and includes the feelings and level of concern that young individuals have 
towards their educational institution. It encompasses feelings of pride towards 
the institution, as well as a sense of belonging, security, and comfort within it 
(Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992).

Consistent with these models, evidence has linked strong school bonding in 
adolescents to positive outcomes such as psychological well-being, engage-
ment in pro-social behavior, positive interpersonal relationships, and academic 
achievement (Bryan et al., 2012; Catalano et al., 2004; Eggert et al., 1994; Wil-
liams et  al., 1999). While weak bonds with school have been associated to risk 
behaviors such as delinquency, substance abuse, school desertion, break of school 
norms, and adolescent pregnancy (Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Eggert et al., 
1994; Hawkins et al., 1997; Henry et al., 2005; Payne et al., 2003; Simons-Mor-
ton et al., 1999; Yusek & Solakoglu, 2015). Some argue that this is particularly 
important for immigrant children and youth, as they face additional challenges 
(Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Peguero & Jiang, 2014). Consequently, they are 
often exposed to significant risks that can be mitigated through school bonding.

As stated above, the adherence to and understanding of school norms, school 
bonding, and school violence are significant variables that shape the experiences 
of children and adolescents in educational settings. These variables may vary 
between Chilean students and their immigrant peers, leading to distinct experi-
ences within the school environment. By investigating these factors, this study 
aims to examine the differences in how Chilean students and immigrant students 
perceive and navigate school norms, experience connections to their schools, and 
encounter instances of school violence. By examining these differences, we aim 
to gain insights into the unique challenges faced by immigrant students and con-
tribute to fostering inclusive and supportive educational environments for all stu-
dents in Chile.
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2  Method

2.1  Participants

We used a bi-etapic sample design. First was a convenience sampling design to col-
lect data from different public schools in a single county in Santiago, Chile. After 
that, it was selected by simple random method, one course (grade) from each level 
in each school, from 7th to 12th grade. Finally, a sample of 2,040 students that is 
49% female with a mean age of 14.9 years, from 20 different public schools in that 
county in Santiago. Foreigners from countries such as Argentina, Bolivia, Colom-
bia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Haiti, Peru, and Venezuela make up 11.3% 
of the sample.

2.2  Measures

2.2.1  Life Satisfaction

We used the measure developed by Huebner (1991) dubbed the Students’ Life Sat-
isfaction Scale (SLSS). This measure has been used in other studies with adoles-
cents in Chile (Alfaro et  al., 2016a). It contains five items that evaluate life in a 
general and context-free manner (Huebner, 2004) with a Cronbach alpha reliability 
coefficient of 0.79. Examples of items include, “My life is going well”; “My life is 
just right”; “I have a good life”. Each participant self-reported by scoring on a five-
point scale (1 = I don’t know; 5 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicate greater self-
reported life satisfaction.

2.2.2  Behavioral Norms

One of the factors of school coexistence measures students’ self-reports of levels 
of knowledge and consistency of school norms. This factor was developed by the 
National Chilean Survey on Violence in School Settings (ENVAE by its Spanish ini-
tials, Ministerio del Interior, Subsecretaría Chilena de Prevención del Delito, 2014) 
which contains six items rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 
5 = strongly agree). Examples of items are, “I understand the rules of my school”, 
“Students clearly understand what will happen if they don’t follow the rules”, “Stu-
dents’ opinions are taken into account when the rules of coexistence at my school 
are modified”. Higher scores indicate more value and recognition of the behavioral 
norms in the school as self-reported by the students. The scale has high internal reli-
ability (α = 0.78) for the current sample.

2.2.3  Bonding

A second study covariate was also created using the National Chilean Survey on 
Violence in the School Settings, which measures student self-reported school bond-
ing by asking about feelings of connection and affinity with the school and its 
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members. It uses a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) 
built with three items addressing the question “How much do you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about your establishment?” They are, “I feel proud 
of my school”, “I would like to stay at this establishment next year”, “I feel I am a 
part of my school”. The scale has high internal reliability (α = 0.85) for the current 
sample. A higher value on the scale indicates more bonding to the school as self-
reported by the students.

2.2.4  Victim of School Violence

We used the ENVAE (Ministerio del Interior, Subsecretaría Chilena de Prevención 
del Delito, 2014) to examine victim of school violence from peers, developed in 
2006 by the Chilean Ministry of Education and Homeland Office. This measure is 
based on nine items that ask the students about their experiences of being a victim of 
different types of aggression from peers in the school context over the course of the 
school year. A few examples of these items are, “During this year 2014, how often 
have other students assaulted you in your establishment by malicious rumors”, “… 
physical fights (punching, kicking, hair pulling, etc.)”, … “Teasing or disqualifica-
tions [disparagement, negative criticism, put-downs, exclusion, etc..].” This measure 
uses a five-point Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = every day), with α = . 89 for the Cron-
bach alpha reliability coefficient for the current sample. A higher score indicates 
more self-reports of being a victim of violence at school.

2.2.5  Perpetrator of School Violence

Our last measure was also built using the ENVAE. It has nine items asking students 
about their experiences of being a perpetrator of different types of aggression against 
peers in the school context during the school year. Examples of items include, “Dur-
ing this year 2014, how often have you attacked another student in your school in the 
following ways? … Physical fights (punching, kicking, hair pulling, etc.)”; “Threats 
or harassment”; “Isolating or excluding another student”. Item response options use 
a Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = every day) with α = . 90 for the Cronbach alpha reliabil-
ity coefficient for the current sample. A higher score indicates more self-reports of 
being a perpetrator of violence at school.

2.3  Procedure

The research design falls within the comparative strategy and corresponds to what 
Ato et al. (2013) call a retrospective cohort design, since the independent variable 
that determines the groups to be compared and the dependent variables that are 
compared were already present at the time the study was conducted.

Data was collected in 7th to 12th grade students’ classrooms during regular 
classes in November 2015. The students filled out a self-report online questionnaire 
(Survey Monkey) under the supervision of an external school psychologist espe-
cially trained for this purpose in the school computer lab. The study followed ethical 



40 J. J. Varela et al.

1 3

protocols by obtaining active consent from the school principal, school family coun-
cils, and students with passive consent from their parents. The BLINDED ethical 
committee approved the study.

2.4  Data Analysis

To evaluate the study hypotheses, an inter-group analysis was done (Chilean vs. non-
Chilean students) with the latent means of the variables of life satisfaction, behav-
ioral norms, bonding, victim and perpetrator of school violence. This analysis was 
carried out in two stages following the recommendations proposed by Thompson 
and Green (2013).

First, the invariance of the measurement between Chilean and non-Chilean stu-
dents was analyzed for the five scales that measured the studied latent variables 
using Multi-Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis (MGCFA). The MGCFA necessi-
tated the comparison of a sequence of three models. Model 1: Configural invariance. 
This model specified the same factor structure for each group, but both thresholds 
and loadings were freely estimated in both groups. Model 2: Metric invariance. In 
this model, all loading factors were constrained to be equal across groups, while 
thresholds were freely estimated with the exception of those thresholds that required 
constraining to be equal across groups in order to enable identification of the model. 
Model 3: Scalar invariance. All loading factors and thresholds were constrained to 
be equal across the two groups. To assess the measurement invariance hypothesis, 
the sequence adjustment level of the previously described models was compared. A 
statistically significant reduction in the quality of fit between two models indicates 
the existence of differences in some parameters between the compared groups. Since 
each model in the sequence was nested in the previous model, two comparisons 
were made; Configural vs. Metric and Metric vs. Scalar. To assess the statistical sig-
nificance of the differences in the quality of the fit, the Difftest option available in 
the Mplus 8.4 program was used. A non-significant result in these comparisons pro-
vides evidence in support of the measurement invariance hypothesis. For the speci-
fications of the partial-metric model, considering the partial invariance presented, 
we followed the recommendations of Byrne et al. (1989). Once the invariance of the 
measurement of the scales was established for the two groups being compared, the 
next step was to evaluate the existence of statistically significant differences in the 
means of the latent variables between both groups. The measurement model used 
can be seen in Fig. 1.

Since the items on the scales were answered using ordinal response options, the 
assumption of multivariate normal distribution is not met, so we proceeded to obtain 
the matrix of polychoric correlations. The parameters of the models were then esti-
mated using the unweighted least squares mean and variance adjusted (ULSMV) 
method. The above procedure returns a robust modification of the statistical quality 
of fit of the analyzed model, and also adequately estimates the parameters and their 
standard errors (Finney & DiStefano, 2013; Flora & Curran, 2004; Rhemtulla et al., 
2012;). Given that the study participants attended different schools, the effect of this 
grouping (intraclass correlation) when estimating the standard errors was controlled 
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by using an adjustment that was obtained by including the students’ schools as a 
cluster variable. The goodness of fit of the analyzed models was done based on the 
following statistics: (a)  x2, (b) CFI, (c) TLI (d) RMSEA and its 90% confidence 
interval. As indicative criteria of a good fit for a model, a non-significant  x2 statistic, 
values of 0.95 or higher for CFI and TLI, and a value less than 0.08 for RMSEA 
have been proposed (Hu & Bentler, 1999; West et al., 2012). These analyses were 
conducted using the Mplus 8.4 program.

3  Results

Table 1 summarizes descriptive statistics for study variables. Students’ life satisfac-
tion, behavioral norms and school bonding are greater than the average, while victim 
and perpetrator of school violence are lower. As expected, the self-report of stu-
dents’ life satisfaction correlates positively with behavioral norms (r = 0.22, p < 0.01) 
and school bonding (r = 0.23, p < 0.01) perceptions. These variables are positively 
correlated with one another as well (r = 0.41, p < 0.01). School variables negatively 

Life 

Satisfaction

GBehavioral 

Norms

Bonding
Victim of 

School  

Violence

Perpetrator 

of School 

Violence

Fig. 1  Confirmatory factor analysis of measurement model. Note. Measurement model with their respec-
tive variables and number of items
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correlated with bullying variables, victim of school violence with life satisfaction 
(r = − 0.16, p < 0.01), victim of school violence with behavioral norms (r = − 0.12, 
p < 0.01) and victim of school violence with bonding (r = − 0.18, p < 0.01). Perpetra-
tor of school violence also correlates negatively with school variables, perpetrator 
of school violence with life satisfaction (r = − 0.09, p < 0.01), perpetrator of school 
violence with behavioral norms (r = 0.10, p < 0.01), and perpetrator of school vio-
lence with bonding (r = − 0.08, p < 0.01). There is a positive correlation between 
the perpetrator of school violence and victim of school violence variables (r = 0.5, 
p < 0.01).

3.1  Multi‑Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis

To determine to what extent the scales showed measurement invariance between 
Chilean and non-Chilean students, the adjustments of a sequence of three models 
were compared, each more restrictive than the previous one in terms of the invari-
ance of its parameters. The results of these analyses are presented in Table 2.

As shown in Table  2, the comparison of the adjustment of the Configural and 
Metric models (∆χ ^ 2 = 49.844, p = 0.005) led to the rejection of the hypothesis 
of equality of the loading factor between both groups. The results meant that the 
loading factor corresponding to items 4 and 5 of the SLSS scale were identified as 
non-invariant. Therefore, the Metric model was re-specified. This new model (Par-
tial-Metric) specified as invariants all loading factors with the exception of those 
corresponding to items 4 and 5 of the SLSS scale. The results of the comparison 
between the Configural and Partial-Metric models presented in Table  2 provided 
evidence for the hypothesis of partial invariance of the loading factor. Lastly, we 
proceeded to specify the Scalar model that maintained the partial invariance of the 
loading factors present in the Partial-Metric model. The invariance of the thresh-
olds was added to this, with the exception of those necessary to make the model 

Table 1  Descriptives

S.V. = School Violence. SLSS = Student Life Satisfaction Scale
** p < 0.01

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

SLSS 2,010 1 5 3.41 0.78
Behavioral norms 1,978 1 5 3.54 0.70
Bonding 1,974 1 5 3.77 1.03
Victim S.V. 1,910 1 5 1.45 0.69
Perpetrator S.V. 1,887 1 5 1.26 0.56
Correlations (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
SLSS (1)
 Behavioral norms (2) 0.22**
 Bonding (3) 0.23** 0.41**
 Victim S.V. (4) -0.16** -0.12** -0.18**
 Perpetrator S.V. (5) -0.09** -0.10** -0.08** 0.5**
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identifiable, as well as those corresponding to items 4 and 5 of the SLSS scale. 
The results of the comparison between the Partial-Metric and Scalar models (∆χ ^ 
2 = 102.592, p = 0.12) provided evidence for the hypothesis of partial invariance of 
the loading factor and of invariance of the thresholds between the groups of Chil-
ean students and non-Chileans. Taken together, these results provided evidence for 
the hypothesis of partial invariance of the measurement for the set of five analyzed 
scales.

Once the existence of partial invariance of the measurement between Chilean and 
non-Chilean students was established, the hypothesis of differences in the means of 
the five latent variables between both groups was evaluated by comparing the Scalar 
model with five new models. Each of these new models enabled evaluating whether 
there were differences in any of the means of the studied latent variables. To do 
so, the means of the five latent variables were set to zero in the group of Chilean 
students in each of these new models, while in the group of non-Chilean students 
only the mean of the latent variable being compared was set to zero with the other 
four latent means freely estimated. For the Scalar model, the five latent means were 
set to zero for the group of Chilean students, while all the latent means were freely 
estimated for the group of non-Chilean students. The results of these analyses are 
presented in Table 3.

The results indicated that non-Chilean students exhibited statistically higher lev-
els of behavioral norms (∆ [µ_ (Non-Chileans), µ_Chileans] = 0.218), as well as 
lower levels of bonding (∆ [µ_ (Non-Chileans), µ_Chileans] = -0.512). No statis-
tically significant differences were observed in the means of the remaining three 
latent variables.

4  Discussion

The results show significant differences for immigrant adolescents concerning: (a) 
higher adherence to behavioral norms; and (b) lower levels of school connectedness.

Table 2  Results from configural, metric and scalar models (N = 1933)

a  The comparison of the quality of fit of the model sequence was performed using the Difftest option in 
Mplus

(gl)
p-value

a(gl)
p-value

RMSEA
(90% CI)

CFI TLI

Configural 1406.233 (908)
p < 0.001

¾ 0.024
(0.021, 0.026)

0.976 0.974

Metric 1432.742 (935)
p < 0.001

49.844 (27)
p = 0.005

0.023
(0.021, 0.026)

0.976 0.974

Partial-Metric 1428.204 (933)
p < 0.001

37.076 (25)
p = 0.06

0.023
(0.021, 0.026)

0.976 0.974

Scalar 1503.773 (1024)
p = 0.01

102.592 (87)
p = 0.12

0.022
(0.020, 0.024)

0.977 0.977



44 J. J. Varela et al.

1 3

Concerning the first result reporting a greater appreciation of school norms 
understood as an essential school climate factor (Thapa et al., 2013; Wang & Degol, 
2016), we suggest that this could be due to a cultural trait of the immigrants in this 
sample (Dietz, 2012), although this requires further comparative study. Another 
explanation could be that this is a strategy for adapting to the local norms of the 
educational system that parents encourage their children to follow as indicated in 
a recent study (Mondaca et  al., 2018). Such an adaptation strategy underlies the 
evidence that the immigrant population is at risk (Cook et  al., 2022; Hjern et  al., 
2013) and subjected to institutional and interpersonal forms of discrimination (Ayón 
& Philbin, 2017). Specifically, a poorly inclusive school system that translates into 
behaviors less tolerant to the culturally different (Jiménez-Moya et al., 2017) despite 
public policies in education in recent decades. Likewise, this result relieves the 
school of its role regarding the promotion of a fair and participatory school disci-
pline (Hong et al., 2016; Voight et al., 2015) as a strategy for cultural integration. 
School community participants (students, parents, teachers, and managers) have 
higher expectations of the role that teachers should assume than of institutional poli-
cies designed to achieve positive sociocultural integration in the educational system 
(Mondaca et al., 2018).

The finding of lower levels of bonding with the school suggests that stu-
dents may experience a reduced sense of connection and belonging within the 
school environment. This is a significant concern as a strong sense of bonding 
with the school has been associated with positive outcomes such as academic 
achievement, well-being, and pro-social behaviors. This finding may indicate 
that the school climate is not fostering an inclusive and supportive atmosphere 
where students feel valued and connected. This could be due to factors such as 
limited cultural integration, inadequate support systems, or a lack of opportu-
nities for student participation and involvement. To address these issues, it is 
crucial to prioritize the establishment of stronger connections, increased par-
ticipation, and enhanced support from teachers (Catalano et  al., 2004; Lewis 

Table 3  Comparison of the latent means between chilean and non-chilean students (N = 1933)

b=  The comparison of the quality of fit between two models was performed using the Difftest option in 
Mplus

(gl)
p-value

b(gl)
p-value

RMSEA
(90% CI)

CFI TLI

Model 1 -0.177 1499.572 (1025)
p < 0.001

1.202 (1)
p = 0.27

0.022
(0.019, 0.024)

0.977 0.978

Model 2 0.218 1508.185 (1025)
p < 0.001

6.777 (1)
p = 0.009

0.022
(0.020, 0.024)

0.977 0.977

Model 3 -0.512 1505.097 (1025)
p < 0.001

4.198 (1)
p = 0.04

0.022
(0.020, 0.024)

0.977 0.977

Model 4 -0.006 1501.177 (1025)
p < 0.001

0.001 (1)
p = 0.98

0.022
(0.020, 0.024)

0.977 0.978

Model 5 0.026 1501.936 (1025)
p < 0.001

0.002 (1)
p = 0.96

0.022
(0.020, 0.024)

0.977 0.978
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et al., 2005). Teachers play a vital role in shaping the school climate and creat-
ing an environment that promotes positive student experiences. They can facil-
itate a sense of belonging by fostering positive relationships with students, 
providing meaningful opportunities for student voice and involvement, and 
promoting a safe and inclusive learning environment (Caravita et  al., 2021; 
Voight et al., 2015).

These results ask us to view the school as a culturally diverse space, reduce dis-
crimination levels (Hjern et  al., 2013) and make progress with studies that help 
explain intercultural violence. In this regard, recent studies that attempt to answer 
why young people victimize their immigrant peers have shown that a relevant factor 
is a lack of moral commitment when participating in victimization (Bayram et al., 
2021). Future studies may continue to investigate explanatory factors for the higher 
levels of violence suffered by the immigrant population despite not seeing those dif-
ferences in our study.

Under such a perspective, immigrant children and adolescents already shoul-
der a stressful burden that is characterized by a loss of social and material sup-
port, adaptation to cultural norms, and communication barriers to name a few, 
which affect their well-being and happiness (Casas & González-Carrasco, 2019; 
González-Carrasco et al., 2017). To the above factors we add the stressful burden 
of living in a school environment perceived as alien and distant where the school 
does not represent a space of protection or attachment and is highly segregated 
(Bellei et  al., 2019). One of several potential hypotheses is that the future well-
being of these immigrant children and adolescents could be more affected and 
potentially lead to significant mental health problems (Sirin et al., 2013), entailing 
additional risks for public health policy.

In conclusion, these results suggest that schools do not function equally as 
protective contexts for immigrant and non-migrant children and youth, as this 
population is less linked to school, which may be a protective factor during ado-
lescence (e.g. Bravo-Sanzana et al., 2019a, b, 2020). Although the trend of edu-
cational systems worldwide points toward inclusion (Blanco, 2006; Payá, 2010), 
in Chile, these intentions are yet far from materializing in reality (Castillo, 
2016; Martínez et al., 2021; Muñoz-Oyarce, 2021), persisting racial discrimina-
tion and stigma towards migrants in the school system (Martínez et al., 2021). 
Some authors point out that, despite the efforts made in the field of inclusion in 
the Chilean educational system, some obstacles still exist to turn inclusion into 
a reality. This begins with, for example, conceptual misconceptions about inclu-
sion held by academic actors, which have led to delays in the implementation of 
change processes (Gárate, 2019). Furthermore, the lack of public policies for the 
language immersion of non-Spanish-speaking migrant students hinders inclu-
sion within the Chilean educational system. Thus, the actions to teach the native 
language to these students depend on the willingness of school professionals 
(Pavez-Soto et  al., 2022). Along the same lines, in a recent review, Martínez 
et al. (2021) identified a lack of public policy guiding intercultural education in 
Chilean schools, which leads teachers to intuitively seek to implement initiatives 
to promote inclusion in the classrooms. These results indicate that schools are 
not providing the right conditions for immigrant students to develop alongside 
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their native peers to bond with the school. These results suggest that schools are 
not providing the right conditions for immigrants. As Blanco (2006) points out, 
different factors influence some students being excluded from the educational 
system. Still, the results of this research must be interpreted in conjunction with 
those of other studies, understanding that a single measurement is not enough to 
capture the complexity of social phenomena. Because of this, it is essential to 
know which aspects of school experience are important for the healthy develop-
ment and well-being of youth and children. Studies on life satisfaction in child-
hood and adolescence can help explain school dynamics, describing whether the 
interactions that occur in school are determinants of mental health or discomfort 
(Alfaro et al., 2016).

As mentioned above, the role of teachers is fundamental to promoting inclu-
sive school spaces that meet the needs of all students, with particular atten-
tion to minority or more vulnerable groups. However, to strengthen the role 
of teachers, the school’s institutional policies are essential since these are the 
framework for teachers’ actions. To achieve this, we consider it necessary to 
value diversity in the school community because some studies have reported 
that schools see diversity as an obstacle that interferes with the educational 
process and stresses the actors of the system rather than as a valuable resource 
for their pedagogical work (Mora-Olate, 2021; Orellana, 2009). For this rea-
son, it is crucial that at the institutional level, work must be done to make vis-
ible the contribution that cultural diversity makes to schools at different levels, 
such as, for example, the linguistic, cultural, and value contribution (Poblete & 
Galaz, 2017). In addition, a diverse student body can contribute to the learning 
of coexistence, offering possibilities for students to practice coexistence skills 
such as dialogue and conflict resolution, respect for differences, and recogni-
tion of others.

As a result, schools should adopt a multiculturalist perspective, which assumes 
cultural diversity by recognizing and valuing it, and appreciating the positive aspects 
of the coexistence of different groups within the same nation (Mora-Olate, 2021; 
Verkuyten, 2006). It is not enough to be aware of the presence of foreign children to 
declare itself an inclusive school if not to recognize the diversity of its students as 
a value (Poblete & Galaz, 2017). For Booth and Ainscow (2000), inclusion implies 
transforming the establishment’s culture and generating new educational policies 
and practices to provide quality education to each student, regardless of their con-
ditions and backgrounds. Therefore, schools do not only carry out actions whose 
realization depends on the will of each member of the school team but develop a 
comprehensive policy that is projected in the long term and involves an intercultural 
perspective worked in depth (Poblete & Galaz, 2017).

A fundamental aspect of strengthening institutional policies in favor of inclu-
sion is the creation of training programs for teachers and other school staff mem-
bers since, in Chile, initial teacher training does not include training in com-
petencies to deal with diversity (Mora-Olate, 2021). Training programs should 
be developed according to the needs of each school since, while some schools 
that receive a large number of students who speak another language may need 
training in the linguistic area, others may require, for example, support at the 
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curricular level. It is also crucial for teachers and other school personnel to know 
and handle information regarding the customs and general culture of the inhabit-
ants of other nations that are received at the school, being aware of the possible 
differences and cultural clashes that may arise. By knowing and handling other 
cultures, we can avoid practices of denigration or rejection of specific expres-
sions or ways of behaving of international students based on ignorance about 
them. However, the experience and knowledge that teachers have accumulated 
over decades of educating migrant students should also be considered (Ferrada, 
2019; Mora-Olate, 2021). This knowledge should be complemented and deep-
ened with new information that allows them to improve their pedagogical prac-
tices to promote inclusion.

Finally, an important strategy to include in the policies and daily actions of 
schools is to seek to increase contact between students from different cultures 
since contact between different groups decreases prejudice and leads to positive 
outcomes for the groups involved (Binder et  al., 2009; González et  al., 2010; 
Rohmann et al., 2006; Ward & Masgoret, 2006). In particular, good quality inter-
group contact, such as that which favors friendly relationships, can benefit inclu-
sive school practices (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). The school context is undoubt-
edly an optimal space for introducing this strategy (González et  al., 2010), the 
ideal setting for teaching how to relate respectfully and harmoniously with diver-
sity. In this way, migrant students could strengthen their sense of belonging and 
connection with the school.

Although this study contributes to the literature on the well-being of the 
immigrant school-age population, it has some limitations that should be rec-
ognized. First, the analyses were conducted with cross-sectional data, meaning 
the reported direction cannot be determined. Furthermore, the data all come 
from student self-reports and do not include other key actors in the educational 
community such as teachers or families, which limited our full understanding 
of school climate as a collective and multilevel phenomenon Future studies 
may look into explanatory factors for the greater levels of violence suffered by 
the immigrant population, taking all this into account Another limitation of the 
present study is that the data was collected in 2015. More recent data would 
be useful for understanding if the immigrant population experience in school 
systems has varied over the years during which immigration has increased. 
Between 2015 and 2017 only, the immigrant population grew by 67% in Chile 
(INE, 2018), possibly making interaction with foreigners more common for 
native youth. It would be useful to study whether this immigrant population 
growth has meant changes in how Chileans relate to foreigners. Moreover, we 
can expand this limitation by mentioning our convenience sampling design, 
which did not include different countries from Latin America, to compare 
results between them. Therefore, future studies can have another sampling 
design with larger samples. Lastly, the Chilean Minister of Education devel-
oped the measures we used to capture the individual perception of knowledge 
and adherence to school norms and the perception of school bonding, which 
can be improved in future studies.
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