5] DE GRUYTER Acta Technologica Dubnicae
OPEN volume 6, 2016, issue 1

G DOI: 10.1515/atd-2016-0004

Class Teachers — Their Thinking and Reasoning in
the Context of Creating a Favourable Classroom
Social Climate by Means of the Methods of Personal
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Abstract: The paper deals with class teachers’ thinking and reasoning
processes and the possibilities of influencing teachers’ ability to create a
favourable classroom social climate. This paper describes personal and
social education as one of the means and methods of such influencing.
The results of the research carried out indicate that teachers have a very
high opinion regarding their ability to create a favourable classroom
social climate. The issues of personal and social education in the work of
a class teacher are the topic of the project KEGA 002DTI-4/2013 being
solved by a team of professionals at Dubnica Institute of Technology in
Dubnica nad Vahom.
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1 Introduction

Today’s youth enter their lives equipped with rich theoretical knowledge but
they are not prepared for the most important thing they need in their everyday
lives. Young people are not able to communicate effectively, to cope with
conflicts nor to solve them.

They cannot cope with everyday problems, are not skilled to organize their lives,
time, gifts and talents, dreams nor desires. They do not know how to deal with
their inclusion into the system of social roles in life. One of the possible ways of
improving this situation is personal and social education in schools leading to
the development of personal, individual prerequisites of people for living with
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themselves and other people in the current social context, to the development of
social (interactional, relations) skills for living with other people and to the
development of ethical prerequisites for living in the society and in this world as
such (Gymerska, Kozuch, & Zaskvarova, 2009, p. 7). And here it is necessary to
emphasize the need for professional educational work on the side of teachers,
especially class teachers, who play the specificational and integrational role
within educational programs. The educational encyclopaedia (Pedagogicky
slovnik, 1985, p. 458) defines a class teacher as a teacher authorized by the
director of a school to a school class both form educational and administrative
aspects. The personal qualities, job description and professional self-efficacy of
a class teacher can be summed up as follows: gets and gathers information about
pupils and processes them as a part of complex assessment, monitors their
school success and behaviour in the class, supervises pupil’s school attendance,
perceives them in the context of their family environment. From the above
follows that class teachers, besides knowledge from pedagogy and psychology,
need a huge amount of creativity, ideas, exercises and methods for developing
young people’s values and, at the same time, for creating a positive classroom
social climate.

2 Class teachers and sessions with the class teacher

Class teachers lead their pupils throughout the whole process of schooling
starting from primary and ending at secondary schools. They are the first contact
persons in case of questions, unclarities and problems. Class teachers are
responsible for the activities of a school class, organize its working routine, and
work with class documentation. They must ensure the equality in relationships in
the school class as well as equally good learning conditions for all its members.
They help students with completing all their duties and, at the same time,
supervise them. They are responsible for the discipline and following the school
rules but the rights of pupils must not be restricted neither by their school mates
nor their teachers. From the above, it is clear that being a class teacher is not an
easy thing. The expectations on the side of the school management, pupils,
pupils’ parents and their colleagues are high. Based on our personal experience,
we tried to formulate the most important tasks in the work of a class teacher and
divided them into five basic fields:

- Coordination of the educational work in the classroom, cooperation with
parents, legal representatives, representatives of various organizations and
institutions;

- Creation of hygienically appropriate conditions for education;

- Preservation of security and of pupils’ health;

- Working with pedagogical documentation;

- Creation of a favourable classroom social climate.
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The specifics of class teachers’ work at various levels of education should not be
forgotten about. There are some differences between the status of class teachers
in primary and lower secondary schools. Especially the differences in the
amount of time spent with their pupils is visible. In case of primary school
teachers, class teachers spend the whole school day with their class, while lower
secondary school teachers who only teach their subject in the class (which can
be 2-5 lessons per week depending on the number of lessons in the timetable)
and meet their pupils only during their regular group sessions with the class
teacher. It can have a negative impact on the creation of a closer relationship
between teachers and their pupils. Of course, it is important to take into account
the specifics of younger school-age children, their greater openness,
responsiveness and their willingness to follow the set rules. With pupils of older
school-age, rebelliousness, denying authority and attempts to fulfil their need for
personal self-realization appear.

In the school environment, class teachers can get to know their pupils better
during the regular group sessions with the class teacher. Sessions with the class
teacher provide space for the class teachers’ direct educational impact on pupils
and for increasing the quality of communication with their legal representatives.
The goal of the sessions with the class teacher is solving educational problems
and activities of the particular class. The precondition for doing so, according to
Hlasna (2005, 2008, 2011), is having information about the existing social
relationships in the class.

According to the Decree of the Ministry of Education of the Slovak Republic
No. 320/2008 Coll. on Primary School as amended by the Decree No. 224/2011
Coll., regular group sessions with the class teacher in which students and
teachers discuss general class and school matters are included in school
timetables. The length of a group session with the class teacher is 45 minutes
(one teaching period) and is not included in the total number of pupil’s lessons
nor in the teachers’ class time per week. Class teachers can decide about the
form and the content of the session based on their own needs and the
requirements of the school management. By this decision, teachers were given
freedom but, at the same time, the question of the content of the sessions with
the class teacher has arisen.

3 The current state of the issues of teachers’ personal and
social education in Slovakia

Preparedness for everyday life is not only a sum of general knowledge that

opens young people the path to further studies, but it represents help in the

sphere of life orientation and adequate reactions in various life situations. If we

take a deeper look, we, for sure, find out that the acquisition of life competencies

29



Acta Technologica Dubnicae
volume 6, 2016, issue 1

is underestimated in comparison with knowledge competencies in the Slovak

school system. Personal and social education was implemented in the British

curriculum for children aged 5 to 16 in 2003. It includes the field of relationships
and communities on both local and global levels, sexual education, moral
education, environmental education and spiritual education. In the Czech

Republic, personal and social education has been mandatory in the curriculum of

every primary school since 2007. It is included in the national curriculum for

primary education as a cross-cutting theme. Individual parts of every cross-
cutting theme are mandatory and it is up to the school where and how pupils get
in touch with them during their school attendance. It can be a part of the
educational subjects, projects, courses and various activities. It is usually
realized by means of experiential learning. Personal and social education is
focused on personality development, development of social skills and moral
values. In the Slovak Republic, new state educational programs on all school
levels based on the international classification ISCED were introduced by the
Act No. 245/2008 Coll. on Education (the school act). Personal and social
education is included in all levels of education starting from ISCED 0 and
ending at ISCED 3 as a compulsory cross-cutting theme. Cross-cutting themes
deal with topical issues, they serve as a guideline for prevention and solution of
problems, and, at the same time, help to deepen basic knowledge with an
emphasis on its application. They should contribute to broadening students’
minds, help to acquire certain attitudes, values, help in decision making. They
interconnect various fields of knowledge, contribute to the complexity of
students’ education, they have a positive impact on the process of the
development and improvement of pupils’ key competencies. They can be taught
within school subjects, but also in the form of courses or as individual elective
subjects (Act No. 245/2008 Coll. on Education). The cross-cutting theme

Personal and Social Development develops the human potential of pupils,

prepares them for a full and responsible life. It means not only academic

development of pupils, but also the development of personal and social skills
that support the academic development.

The aim is to:

- Develop pupils’ self-reflection, self-knowledge, self-respect and self-
confidence; and taking responsibility for their actions, personal life, self-
education; to teach pupils how to apply their rights but also to respect the
opinions, needs and rights of others.

- Support the prevention of social-pathological phenomena by its content.

- Help students develop and maintain personal integrity.

- Develop high quality interpersonal relationships.

- Develop the social skills necessary for life and cooperation (according to
Statny pedagogicky ustav, 2012).
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Within this cross-cutting theme, also human rights education as well as family
education are applied (Tamasova, 2006, p. 13). The theme crosses all the fields
of education and responds to the current needs of pupils. It is necessary to use
suitable activities, model situations, discussions, games and other interactive
methods with all the themes.

4 Project

Personal and Social Education as a Part of Class Teachers’ Lifelong Learning is
a project being solved by pedagogues from the Dubnica Institute of Technology
in Dubnica nad Vahom (project leader: Z. GerSicova). The main purpose of the
project is to react on the need for a broader implementation of personal and
social education realized by class teachers into primary and secondary schools
and to make their job easier by means of handbooks on how to manage group
sessions with the class teacher and teacher-parent meetings. The team of
investigators aims to achieve this by working out and testing methodological
handbooks in practice and their subsequent corrections, after which handbooks
will be introduced into practice.

Based on the above stated, it is evident that personal and social education should
be introduced to our schools. This type of education is included in the project in
the part of testing methodological handbooks in practice. It is not a research
project but an application project focusing on the practical skills of class
teachers in the field of personal and social education as well as methodological
support by fulfilling its goals in practice. The project has the potential of further
development and application in other research tasks that can follow after testing
and introducing the methodological handbooks into practice. One of the possible
solutions is the project of continuous education for class teachers in the form of
socio-educational training which can help teachers to learn more about the
individual methods and techniques of personal and social education and their
realization with a group of pupils. A better knowledge of the class offers the
teachers the opportunity to evaluate the relationships in the classroom and the
classroom climate better.

5 Favourable social climate
Several authors have defined the notion of school climate. For the purposes of
our paper, we have chosen three of them.

According to Priucha, Walterova and Mare$ (1995), it is the long term socio-

emotional state characterized by attitudes, relationships, and pupils’ emotional
responses to various classroom situations.
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Gavora (1999) defines classroom climate as the extent to which a pupil is
satisfied in the class, whether the pupils have good relationships in the class,
what is the level of competition between them and what is the degree of class
cohesion.

According to Mare§ (1998), as for its content, the notion of classroom climate
includes the established procedures, perception, experiencing, evaluation and
reactions by all the participants (the teacher, all the pupils in the class, groups of
pupils within the particular class, and individual pupils) to what has happened, is
happening or will happen in the future in the classroom. He accentuates that the
perception and interpretation of the climate by the participants themselves, i.e.
the subjective aspects of school climate and not what the climate objectively is
like, is accentuated. The reason is clear: for reflection, taking positions, action
and the evaluation of such actions, the subjective view of the participants on the
school class is important.

The common feature of all the definitions is the emotional side of the mutual
relationships in the classroom and their subjective evaluation by individuals
participating in the creation of classroom social climate. Their view on their
ability to objectively change the current social climate is subjective as well.

These statements lead us to conclude that the success of a teacher’s work with a
school class and in the classroom is influenced by:
- The teacher’s and pupils’ positive approach to what is happening in the
classroom;
- efficiency of mutual communication;
- knowledge of the social-psychological phenomena of the school class;
- their diagnostics by means of appropriate methods using a suitable
diagnostic tool;
- collecting the results and formulating findings;
- suggestion of suitable methods and interventions;
- realization of these interventions and evaluation of the results.

One of the task of a class teacher, as mentioned above, is to create a positive
classroom social climate. We understand this notion as minimization of fear and
jitters on the side of pupils, motivation to learning, and creation of optimal
conditions for developing personal relationships. The positiveness of classroom
social climate is, in our understanding, divided into five dimensions - a high
degree of satisfaction and cohesion of pupils in a school class on one hand and a
minimum of conflicts, low degree of competition between pupils and adequacy
of requirements on pupils on other hand. The personal development of pupils
should be accentuated and their assessment should be more complex. A positive
classroom social climate is not created only by a positive approach of teachers to
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pupils but also by their participation in the life around them and tutoring them,
encouraging and supporting them in mutual help.

A positive social climate is determined by mutual trust between the class teacher
and pupils; participation of pupils in decision making; evaluation, motivation
and encouragement on the side of the teacher and the schoolmates; and decency
and fairness as for the participation in class life. It makes a difference whether
the social climate is objectively favourable or only perceived so by its
participant. In the next part of the paper, we focus on gaining information
regarding the perception of the professional self-efficacy of teachers in the
process of creating a positive classroom social climate.

6 Professional self-efficacy as perceived by pupils

Class teachers have their own ways of class management (based on their
personal qualities). It is reflected in the behaviour of pupils, social climate and
their actions in the classroom. For this reason, we focused on the perception of
self-efficacy in relation to the process of creation of a positive social climate by
class teachers. According to the general definition of perceived self-efficacy, it is
a characteristic feature which has an influence on success or failure in every
human activity. One thing is to have all the predispositions for the completion of
a particular task but to believe that we can solve the tasks is another one. Self-
efficacy is a part of the socio-cognitive theory by Albert Bandura. Bandura
(1997) defines self-efficacy as an individual’s beliefs regarding their capacity to
organize and execute behaviour successfully in order to achieve one’s goals.

Individuals with a high degree of perceived self-efficacy are more independent,
resilient and they see themselves more positively. They set themselves more
demanding goals, are more persistent in endeavour and give up in case of failure
less frequently. The quality of their performances is increasing and they feel
contentment. They are sure of their abilities in a particular field, they trust
themselves, they perceive difficult tasks and overcoming obstacles as challenges.
They take responsibility for their behaviour and manage their lives with an ease.

Individuals with a low degree of perceived self-efficacy are psychically
vulnerable, have problems with handling stressful situations and often have a
tendency to depression. Their self-confidence is low, they do not trust their own
abilities. They run away from solving problems, feel incompetent to deal with
them and easily give up. Their feeling of helplessness brings them to self-pity
and to the effort to show themselves and the others how a problem or task cannot
be solved without any real argument. Failure is perceived as the lack of own
abilities. Their belief that they do not have power over their own lives and are
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not capable to manage them is very strong. They lack decisiveness, are easy to
influence and to manipulate with.

“Perceived self-efficacy is an important regulatory factor of many activities. We
consider it an extremely important characteristic feature of a teacher. In this
context, we discuss perceived professional self-efficacy. Self-image is a very
strong regulatory factor of personality, that is why we deal with the beliefs of
teachers, not their opinions.” (Gavora, 2011, p. 90) In the teaching practice,
perceived self-efficacy is defined as teachers’ beliefs concerning their own
capacity to influence pupils’ results, increase motivation, to improve the quality
of performance and the perceived personal self-efficacy of students. Teachers’
perceived professional self-efficacy is a serious issue connected with teachers’
characteristics that have an impact on their thinking and reflection, decision
making, planning and managing all the classroom activities.

Such features of perceived self-efficacy as described above can be observed with
teachers, too. Gavora (2009) says that we can distinguish between two spheres
of the impact related to teachers’ perceived professional self-efficacy. One of
them is the impact on the assessment of own capacity to influence pupils’
development and the other one is the evaluation of the possibilities to change the
educational process and to overcome some less favourable external factors
(family environment, low abilities of the pupil). Both factors are evaluated by
teachers separately. The relationship between these factors has been researched
on, e.g. by Tschannen-Morgan and Hoy (2001), and Gavora (2009, 2011).

Teachers with a high perceived professional self-efficacy can organize the
educational process better, plan activities on a higher level, they are enthusiastic
and diligent. They are resistant to the pressure of the environment and are not
afraid of solving problems. They pay more attention to weaker students. They
are more open to new ideas, not afraid to experiment with innovative methods of
work (problem solving, students’ individual projects, group work). Persistence is
showed in cases when the educational process does not progress according to the
planned steps and in time that teachers dedicate to pupils by searching for
appropriate solutions. According to our opinion, it has a strong impact on the
classroom social climate.

7 Questionnaire research — “What am I able to do for the

creation of a favourable classroom social climate?”
In the last decades, observations and examination of the classroom social climate
have come to the fore. For class teachers, it is very important to be familiar with
the situation in the classroom and be able to progressively respond to the current
situation. Our research brings information about teachers’ evaluation of own
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capacity to participate in creating a positive classroom social climate. A more
detailed description of the process of construction and the structure of the
questionnaire can be found in the scholarly article by GerSicova (2012a).

Research sample

The research sample consisted of 106 class teachers from primary schools who
completed the questionnaire in two regions of Slovakia. One of them was a
primary school in Trnava and the other one a primary school in Levice district.
The research sample was selected based on the researchers’ possibilities and the
willingness of the school management and teachers to participate in the research.
All the teachers were informed that the gathered data would be used exclusively
for the purposes of our research. Based on the demographic data included in the
guestionnaire, the structure of the research sample is showed in Table 1. In the
final evaluation, demographic data related to teachers’ qualifications to teach at
the particular school level, the number of school classes, and the number of
students in one school class are not included in the analysis. We have decided to
do so as no statistical significance was found between such smaller groups of
respondents during the process of data processing.

Table 1
Composition of the research sample
Variables n %
Gender Female 94 88.7
Male 12 11.3
School level Primary 38 35.8
Lower secondary 60 56.6
Missing data 8 75

Source: Author

Data analysis
The higher score one achieves in our questionnaire, the higher one’s perceived
self-efficacy is. The questionnaire contains six-level scales. Their median is 3.5.

The arithmetic mean of the whole research sample reaches the value 5.04, which
highly exceeds the median and is very close to the statement “I am always able”.
Based on this finding, we must assume that teachers trust themselves as for their
skill to create a positive classroom social climate. It is clear that it is the

35



Acta Technologica Dubnicae
volume 6, 2016, issue 1

teachers’ subjective evaluation, not the objective reality regarding their
professional self-efficacy. A teacher’s real level of self-efficacy can be observed
when solving conflicts and problem situations in the classroom and establishing
a creative working environment. In the process of creating a positive climate,
teachers’ trust in themselves is very important. It would be interesting to
confront our findings with the evaluation of classroom social climate by pupils.
One of the options is to make an interview with the pupils of the class teachers,
focusing on the real skills of the particular class teacher in the process of
creating a positive classroom climate. The questionnaire method could be used
for an inquiry on the evaluation of the classroom social climate and the obtained
results could be compared with the results of our questionnaire focusing on
teachers’ perceived self-efficacy in relation to their capacity to create a
favourable classroom climate. Based on our experiences, we can state that the
results of the comparison between class teachers and their pupils concerning
their evaluation of the classroom social climate would not be very positive for
teachers. A research with the same research problem showed that teachers often
overrate or underrate the individual dimensions of the classroom social climate
compared with students.

The lowest achieved score was 3.04 in item 29 “To have favourite students, who
inform me about what is going on in the class”. We presume that the teachers
expressed their opinions in this item from the moral point of view. We believe
that its formulation probably evokes a negative experience with talebearing and
betrayal in the class for the most of the participants. Teachers, probably for this
reason, consider having such a student in their class to be a failure. Our
presumption is supported by the following findings.

The highest achieved score was 5.57, it was achieved in item 9 - “Try to be fair
with all the pupils and not to treat them differently”. The achieved scores in this
item are the proof of the teachers’ attempt to give the same attention to all the
pupils in the class and not to treat them differently. The moral value of this
statement, which can be summed up in one word: “justice” or “equality”, is in
the perception of teachers, and, in fact, in the perception of the majority of
people, built on the hierarchy of moral values and is very high. Therefore, we
think that such a high level of perceived self-efficacy of teachers in managing a
class is influenced by this fact. In support of our statement, we can mention
another finding — the achieved score in item 20 - “To be fair when solving
conflicts between pupils.”. If we compare the gathered data, we find out that it is
the second highest achieved score.
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Differences between male and female teachers

Based on the demographic data, the differences between female and male
teachers were compared and the findings are worth to mention. The findings
show that female teachers achieved higher scores than male teachers, what we
had not presumed (Table 2). It means that women rated their perceived
professional self-efficacy to create a positive school social climate higher than
men. This result showed statistically significant on the level of 5%. It is
necessary to add that the sample contained only 10 male teachers which is a very
small number to make more complex conclusions from this finding.

The results of a similar, but a more complex research on Slovak primary school
teachers’ perceived professional self-efficacy undertaken by Gavora (2011) by
means of the OSTES questionnaire show that, similarly to our research, women
achieved higher scores than men. In this case, the results were not statistically
significant.

Table 2

Questionnaire results according to gender

AP SD Statistical
n significance
Women 84 5.09 0.54 p <0.50
Men 10 4.70 0.56

Source: Author

Results according to the school level

The results of the comparison based on the school level at which the
participating teachers work, are interesting, too. They are shown in Table 3.
Slightly higher scores were achieved by primary school teachers. If the sizes of
the subsamples of respondents are compared, we must admit that the sample of
primary school teachers was a bit smaller that the sample of lower secondary
school teachers. The statistical significance on the level of 1% proves a more
developed perceived self-efficacy for the creation of a positive classroom social
climate with the primary school teachers. We already presumed the probability
of this finding in the theoretical basis where we mentioned the differences in and
the possibilities of class teachers’ work at primary and lower secondary schools
in favour of primary school teachers.

Gavora’s (2011) research realized by means of OSTES questionnaire did not
show any statistical significance when teachers of primary and lower secondary
levels were compared. It is declared in the research, that the teachers of both
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levels had a sufficiently developed level of perceived self-efficacy. The sample
of primary school teachers was very small.
Table 3

Results according to the school level

n AP SD Statistical
significance
Primary level 35 530 0.52 p<0.10

Lower secondary level 52  4.92 0.53
Source: Author

A high score in the overall average rating of perceived professional self-efficacy
in the process of the creation of a favourable social climate which is very close
to the scale statement “I am always able” leads us to the conclusion that the
teachers included in our research sample probably evaluated themselves more
positively than the reality shows. This statement is supported by the results of
our earlier research, in which the classroom climate was evaluated more
positively by teachers than by pupils (GerSicova & Hléasna, 2013).

8 Conclusion

As mentioned above, to have certain predispositions is one thing but to believe
that we are able to use them to the full extent is another one. Our actions depend
to a great degree on our belief that we really can act that way. As it applies in
everyday human life, in the teaching practice it applies twice as much. Those
teachers who perceive their own self-efficacy as high, usually become successful
at work. Teachers participating in our research perceived their professional self-
efficacy in the process of creating a positive classroom social climate as
relatively high. It is a positive statement but one should not forget that it is their
subjective evaluation which varies from reality. It would be interesting to
confront the obtained data with the opinions of the participating teachers’ pupils.
A direct observation of the class teachers’ work during the regular group
sessions with the class teacher or their actions when dealing with various
situations with their pupils, is another option. According to our opinion,
observation of the process of personal and social education during the group
sessions with the class teacher would have a significant impact on the perception
and evaluation of their own competencies in the process of managing classroom
life. We believe that only then their real professionality would be manifested.
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