& frontiers

@ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

Soledad Romero-Rodriguez,
University of Seville, Spain

Gul Kadan,

Cankiri Karatekin University, Turkiye

J. Roberto Sanz Ponce,

Catholic University of Valencia San Vicente
Martir, Spain

Patricia Gramaxo
pgramaxo@gmail.com

Fiipa Seabra
Filipa.Seabra@uab.pt

26 July 2023
18 August 2023
07 September 2023

Gramaxo P, Flores |, Dutschke G and

Seabra F (2023) What makes a school a happy
school? Portuguese students’ perspectives.
Front. Educ. 8:1267308.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

© 2023 Gramaxo, Flores, Dutschke and Seabra.
This is an open-access article distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted,
provided the original author(s) and the copyright
owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance
with accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted which
does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Education

Frontiers in Education

Original Research
07 September 2023
10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

What makes a school a happy
school? Portuguese students’
perspectives

Patricia Gramaxo®, Isabel Flores?, Georg Dutschke® and
Filipa Seabral*>*

!LE@D, Universidade Aberta, Lisbon, Portugal, >?CIES, ISCTE, University Institute of Lisbon, Lisbon,
Portugal, *Atlantica, University Institute, Oeiras, Portugal, “CIEd, University of Minho, Braga, Portugal,
°CIPEM-INET-Md, Escola Superior de Educagéo do Porto, Porto, Portugal

Introduction: UNESCO has sparked interest in the study of happy schools and,
through its Happy Schools Project (HSP) framework, provides tools that enable
the teaching and learning community to work towards making “happy schools” a
reality. Since the understanding of happiness is culturally influenced (HSP studied
Asian countries), we sought to identify parallels between the HSP framework and
Portuguese schools through the eyes of students.

Methods: We asked a group of Portuguese students to rate their happiness at
school and answer three open questions: What makes you happy at school? What
makes you unhappy at school? What is a happy school? Using an online survey,
2708 students participated in this study. We coded the answers with variables
derived from the HSP framework, aiming to understand what characteristics
students value most when referring to their happiness or unhappiness at school
and what features a happy school should have.

Results: Findings show that most Portuguese students consider themselves
to be reasonably happy. No relevant difference exists between boys' and girls’
self-reported happiness levels, and their happiness decreases as age increases.
Children emphasized relationships with friends and teachers and teachers’
attitudes, competencies, and capacities as elements of a happy school. We found
that school unhappiness is related to excessive workload and bullying.

Discussion: Even though there are cultural differences between countries, when
we identified the characteristics of a happy school from the perspective of
Portuguese students, we found similarities with the HSP framework guidelines.

education, students, students’ happiness, happy school, happy school framework

1. Introduction

The study of school happiness has gained momentum driven by UNESCO guidelines that
foster peace through education and fundamental pillars of learning such as learning to live
together and learning to be. These guidelines include qualities based on relationships, including
empathy, tolerance, respect for diversity, communication, and teamwork (UNESCO, 2014, 2016).

Indeed, happiness is one of the aspects that the OECD studies consider by analyzing
subjective well-being (OECD, 2021), a term associated with happiness (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005;
Alexander et al., 2021). Despite this association, it is not agreed upon that the two terms reflect
the same thing, as well-being could be interpreted as “a conglomerate of many aspects of life and
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one’s physical and mental being, while happiness [is] more mental and
more fleeting” (Jongbloed and Andres, 2015).

Interest in happiness has increased significantly in the last decade
(Dantas, 2018). Its importance led to the World Happiness Report
(Helliwell et al., 2012), which described the state of happiness worldwide,
the causes of happiness and misery, and the political implications
highlighted by case studies. According to the report, happiness differs
from society to society, and over time, for identifiable reasons, and can
even be alterable through public policies. Concerning adults, professionals’
and companies’ happiness has been studied (e.g., Dutschke, 2013), with
conclusions indicating that the organizational environment influences
workers performance. These studies identified the dimensions and
variables contributing to individuals’ organizational happiness, informing
the design of the Job Design Happiness Scale (Dutschke et al., 2019). This
scale makes it possible to identify workers happiness levels and what
makes them happy in the company where they are employed. Because
teachers are also workers, the organizational happiness of teachers in
Portugal was studied (Gramaxo, 2013), with the conclusions indicating
that they are happier in their job than in the organization where they
work, and that they are happy because of the students and the way they
do their job. They are also happy because they achieve their goals and have
autonomy and responsibility, and because they can be creative and
enterprising, which are important aspects of organizational happiness. On
the other hand, they are unhappy because they do not share the vision of
the organization, and because there is no job rotation; having little time
to share opinions and make decisions and being underpaid also makes
them unhappy; as does the existence of too much bureaucracy. Colleagues
can be a cause of happiness, but also of unhappiness (Gramaxo, 2013).

Regarding children, what contributes to their happiness is a set of
different dimensions, as found in the literature: health, family, friends,
and school (Giacomoni and Hutz, 2008; Holder and Coleman, 2009;
Lavalle et al., 2012; Giacomoni et al., 2014; Badri et al., 2018; Minguez,
2020; Gomez-Baya et al., 2021). When constructing and validating a
multidimensional life satisfaction scale for children, Giacomoni and
Hutz (2008) found that family, friends, school, and non-violence were
dimensions that should be integrated into a scale measuring children’s
life satisfaction.

Health-protective behaviors such as participation in sports, eating
fruit and vegetables, and not smoking were associated with happiness
in adolescents (Booker et al., 2014). In line with this finding are those
reported by a Portuguese study of adolescents, which found that 25%
of happiness is explained by practicing healthy behaviors (sports and
good nutrition) (Ferreira, 2018).

Regarding family, the amount of fun they have with their family,
how family members get along, and how much time parents spend
with their children impacts children’s happiness (Badri et al., 2018).
Adolescents” perceptions about the involvement and support they
receive from their parents are associated with their performance and
well-being (OECD, 2017b).

School is also crucial to children’s happiness (Giacomoni and
Hutz, 2008; Badri et al., 2018; Gomez-Baya et al., 2021). Children are
happy at school because of their classroom colleagues, the things they
learn, and their relationships with teachers; inversely, bullying is
significantly negatively associated with happiness at school (Aunampai
et al., 2022). Positive (or unfavorable) social interactions with friends
explain variance in children’s happiness (Holder and Coleman, 2009;
O'Rourke and Cooper, 2010; Ince et al., 2022). Children spend most
of their time at school; therefore, studying what makes children happy
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at school and what makes a school happy is relevant to inform policy
and practice.

The individual gains of education are transposed into better and
better-paid jobs, work, skills valuation, personal independence and
social relations, reduced risk of unemployment, and increased well-
being. Learning acquired at school also generate better decisions on a
health level, encourage civic participation, and reduce the probability
of developing risky or delinquent behaviors (Oreopoulos and
Salvanes, 2011).

Schooling is vital because it prepares students for life both in the
labor market and at a personal level; those who spend more years in
school tend to be happier than those who spend less time there
(Veenhoven, 2012). A synergy exists between happiness and learning
(Seligman et al., 2009). Happy students achieve more (Gilman and
Huebner, 2006; OECD, 2017a; Ferreira, 2018), so happiness should
be one of the goals of education, and a good education should
contribute significantly to personal and collective happiness
(Noddings, 2003).

1.1. Studying happiness at the school level

The school became an object of study despite a trend of study
advocating “schools do not matter” (Coleman et al., 1966), which
assigned successful learning to the socioeconomic context. We follow
the trend clarifying that “school makes a difference” (Bolivar, 2012).
But how? From the seventies onwards, several researchers aimed to
study “school effectiveness” The characteristics of an “effective school”
started to be analyzed to investigate the school-related facts that
directly or indirectly explain students’ results (Bolivar, 2012). To sum
up the main conclusions of what contributes to an effective school, the
research uncovered: strong leadership, an orderly and conducive
environment for learning, an emphasis and focus on learning, high
expectations for students, student performance monitoring, student
success valuing, shared goals and values, and parent involvement
(Gaziel, 1997; Engels et al., 2008; Dumay, 2009). Socioeconomic
background and family structure have also been identified as
determinants of successful learning (Bjorklund and Salvanes, 2010;
Parey et al., 2013).

Another perspective is anchored in “school climate,” which
identifies the social, emotional, ethical, academic, and environmental
dimensions of school life (Cohen and Michelli, 2009). This area of
study underlines the importance of affective and cognitive perceptions
regarding social interactions, relationships, values, and beliefs held by
students, teachers, administrators, and staff within a school (Rudasill
et al., 2018), while concurrently guaranteeing safety in a social and
physical sense (Zullig et al., 2010). This school climate approach is
associated with happy schools (Talebzadeh and Samkan, 2011;
Huebner et al., 2014).

We stand before a critical paradigm driven by UNESCO’s study of
a happy school (UNESCO, 2016). Creating school rankings from a
simplistic analysis of best or worst results is an ineffective way to
analyze education. Instead, we should add more complex layers from
the understanding of happiness characterized by how each individual
feels at school, and how school organizations can improve individual
happiness levels. The decision maker should focus on more than
pressure, academic results, tests, and competition. Areas such as the
joy in learning, friendships and relationships, a sense of belonging,
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and recognizing the relevance of values should be strengthened, as
they help enhance happiness and well-being.

Regarding children’s perspectives, Lopez-Pérez and Fernandez-
Castilla (2018) found that from children’s point of view, happiness at
school means having free time, helping and being helped in their
difficulties, being with their friends, and being praised. Lopez-Pérez
etal. (2022) compared English and Spanish pupils’ views on happiness
at school and found that English children defined happiness at school
as experiencing autonomy, non-violence, and having a positive
relationship with teachers, while Spanish children privileged harmony
and having leisure time. Finally, compared to boys, girls mentioned
emotional support, positive relationships with teachers, and
experiencing competence more frequently in their definitions
of happiness.

For children to feel happy at school, they must spend time with
their friends, have fun, have self-esteem, and feel safe. On the other
hand, tiredness, confusion, nervousness (Mertoglu, 2020), and
bullying contribute to their unhappiness (Calp, 2020; Minguez, 2020;
Aunampai et al., 2022).

1.2. A happy school

All students appreciate a school environment where bullying is
rare, making friends is relatively easy, and establishing genuine and
respectful relationships with teachers is the norm (OECD, 2019). A
happy school is one where management, teachers, and students are
open to innovation; students learn content necessary for life, and
acquire self-related skills; students highly value teachers because they
are knowledgeable, attentive, helpful, sufficiently demanding, and able
to explain their subject well (Kuurme and Heinla, 2020). A happy
school is also a school where students, teachers, administrators, and
staff feel happy (Calp, 2020), and one that offers students a happy
learning environment, enabling them to feel happy and excited about
going to school and learning from their teachers (Gian et al., 2021).

Other variables associated with a happy school are: praising
students for their success and progress; active teaching methods;
group thinking and work; teacher happiness and interaction with
students; course content; training facilities; and school organizational
climate (Talebzadeh and Samkan, 2011). By promoting a favorable
climate, schools can ensure more equality in educational opportunities,
diminish socioeconomic inequalities, and enable social mobility

TABLE 1 Dimensions and variables of the HSP framework.

People Process

1. Friendship and relationships in the school community

7. Reasonable and fair workload

10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

(Berkowitz et al., 2017). Understanding what makes children happy at
school might be relevant to achieving Sustainable Development Goal
4 - Quality of Education as defined by the United Nations Resolution
2022. This goal aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality
education, and promote lifelong opportunities for all. However, there
are gaps in terms of what socioeconomic background is concerned;
therefore, to improve the performance of all students, countries must
become high-performers and achieve SDG 4 and its targets
(OECD, 2017a).

1.3. Happy school framework

The goal of a happy school is to improve learning experiences.
Seeking to achieve this goal, UNESCO (2016) conducted a study
named the Happy School Project (HSP). The authors reviewed the
literature on happiness and well-being and gathered data through an
online survey of students attending private and public schools and
adults with responsibilities or who work in those schools: students,
teachers, school support staff, parents, the general public, and school
principals. The findings allowed for the design of a framework that
considers three dimensions contributing to a happy school: people
(referring to social relationships), process (referring to teaching and
learning methods), and place (referring to contextual factors).

According to the project, these dimensions rely on 22 variables
(Table 1).

These findings are consistent with those of other studies: one
claims that the dimensions contributing to a happy school are (1)
individual, (2) social/emotional (people), (3) instructional (process),
and (4) physical (place) (Talebzadeh and Samkan, 2011). Another
revealed that the dimensions contributing to school environment are
(1) quality of interactions with teachers and peers (people), (2)
instructional practices in the classroom and students’ perceived and
actual academic performance, as well as opportunities to participate
in extracurricular activities (process), (3) students’ perceptions of
safety (place), and (4) parental involvement in schooling (Huebner
etal, 2014). Another study, conducted by the Philippines Department
of Education in 2021 (integrated into the national project Happy
Schools Movement), focused on three interrelated dimensions: (1)
relationship, (2) teaching-learning experiences, and (3) physical
environment and atmosphere, similar to the HSP framework. We can
conclude that aspects such as the relationships between people, the

Place

16. Warm and friendly learning environment

2. Positive teacher attitudes and attributes

8. Teamwork and collaborative spirit

17. Secure environment free from bullying

3. Respect for diversity and differences

9. Fun and engaging teaching and learning approaches

18. Open and green learning and playing spaces

4. Positive and collaborative values and practices

10. Learner freedom, creativity, and engagement

19. School vision and leadership

5. Teacher working conditions and well-being

11. Sense of achievement and accomplishment

20. Positive discipline

6. Teacher skills and competencies

12. Extracurricular activities and school events

21. Good health, sanitation, and nutrition

13. Learning as a team between students and teachers

22. Democratic school management

14. Useful, relevant, and engaging learning content

15. Mental well-being and stress-management

Reproduced from UNESCO (2016), licensed under CC-BY-SA 3.0 IGO.
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processes through which teaching/learning takes place, and the spaces
where learning takes place together, are the basis of a happy school.

1.4. An unhappy school

The HSP framework study (UNESCO, 2016) clarifies what makes
students unhappy at school: (1) an unsafe environment prone to
bullying, (2) high student workload and stress provoked by exams and
grades, (3) a hostile environment and school atmosphere, (4) negative
teacher attitudes and attributes, and (5) bad relationships.

Characterizing the variables associated with happy and unhappy
schools informs policymakers about measures to be implemented or
avoided to reduce unhappiness and adverse feelings.

1.5. Objectives

HSP was developed mainly in Asian countries, which are
culturally very different from the Portuguese reality. There can
be cultural differences involved in determining what is valued for a
happy school. Our global objective is to understand the concept of a
happy school from the Portuguese students’ perspective. We have
already studied the concept from the parents’ perspective (Gramaxo
et al., 2023). Our goal with this present study was to uncover
Portuguese students” perspectives concerning a happy school. The
following research questions were investigated:

1. What is the level of happiness at school reported by students?
Are there differences according to age and gender?

. What makes Portuguese students happy at school?

. What makes Portuguese students unhappy at school?

. What are the characteristics of a happy school from the
perspective of Portuguese students?

2. Materials and methods

We have conducted a descriptive and correlational exploratory
study, given the absence of previous studies about happy schools in
Portugal. We have first proceeded with a qualitative approach through
content analysis of the questionnaires, aiming to categorize and
quantify the concepts and items identified. Then, with the finding
data, we proceeded with a quantitative analysis. The questionnaire was

TABLE 2 Participants’ characterization.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

first sent to school directors for their approval. After that, the
questionnaire was formally disseminated by the school, involving the
directors, teachers, and parents. Parents and students were informed
about the study’s objectives and that data would be used only for
research purposes. Their collaboration was voluntary, and they could
drop out of the study at any time. The questionnaires were anonymous.
Ethical concerns were, therefore, present in the research process
(AERA 2011). Ethical and methodological review and authorization
to apply this questionnaire in the school context were obtained from
the Portuguese General Directorate of Education (protocol number
0694400004) and the Ethics Committee of the Laboratory of Distance
Learning and eLearning (CE-Doc. 23-03).

We collected 2,858 responses. Among these, 2,708 responses were
validated (94,7%), while 150 participants were excluded from the
research because their forms were incomplete. In the study reported
in this paper, the sample consisted of 2,708 Portuguese students (1,460
girls and 1,248 boys), aged between 6 and 20years old, attending 32
public schools concentrated in the central region of Portugal, but
representing a variety of contexts. All the students were enrolled in
mandatory education.

We have segmented the students’ ages into clusters, corresponding
to the expected ages for each of the cycles and levels of education:
6-10 (First Cycle of Basic Education), 11-12 (Second Cycle of Basic
Education), 13-15 (Third Cycle of Basic Education), and 16-above
(Secondary Education). The resulting characterization of the
participants, according to their age and gender, is presented in Table 2.

Students were asked to rate their happiness at school on a Likert
scale from 1 (very unhappy) to 5 (very happy). They also answered
three open questions: (a) What makes you happy at school? (b) What
makes you unhappy at school? (c) What are the characteristics of a
happy school? The questionnaire was filled out online and is presented
in Appendix A.

The resulting data were primarily qualitative. For the answers on
happiness (personal and school level), an a priori category scheme was
constructed based on the 22 variables of the HSP framework
(Mayring, 2014; UNESCO, 2016; Gizzi and Rédiker, 2021). The
response regarding what makes students unhappy was coded
according to five variables: Too many classes, Bullying, Negative
attitudes from teachers, Bad learning environment, and Bad relations
with peers or teachers, which are negative counterparts of some of the
variables directly derived from the HSE The 2,708 responses were
coded using MaxQda 11.2.5 (software for qualitative data analysis in
academic research) (Kuckartz and Radiker, 2019). The responses were
coded through keywords/expressions, and a nominal scale was used
to quantify the variables (0 =not evident or not valued in the answer;

Female
%
Age 13,5 53,9 13,4 46,1
Age Clusters 6to 10 8,6 233 7,5 203
11to 12 10,7 289 8,7 236
13to 15 19,4 526 17,5 475
16 to 20 15,2 412 12,3 334
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1=valued in the answer). The research team was involved in the
creation of the coding grid and the data codification. This analysis was
used to validate (or not) the 22 variables of the HSP framework
(UNESCO, 2016) as they apply to Portuguese students (see Table 3).

The resulting quantitative data were analyzed through descriptive
and inferential statistics, including hypothesis testing (t-tests,
ANOVA, Sheffé test, Cohen’s d. Effect size was calculated by partial eta
squared [np2], considering 0.02 as a small effect, 0.13 as a medium
effect, and 0.26 as a large effect). Data were analyzed using IBM
SPSSv.29.

3. Results

3.1. Portuguese students’ level of happiness
at school

The global happiness level in our sample is 3,67 (0,95), showing
that the students are moderately happy. The mode of happiness is four
(4), with 12% of students declaring level one (very unhappy) and two
(unhappy). In total, 88% of students are on the positive spectrum, with
41% declaring level 4. Differences between the age clusters proved to
be significant, with a medium effect size (F=172.15, p<0.001,
Np2=0.16). A posthoc Sheffé test revealed significant differences
among all four age groups considered (p <0.001).

Age differences are evident, as the students declare themselves
unhappier as they grow older. Six- and seven-year-olds report

TABLE 3 Description of the variables’ scheme applied to questions 1 and 3

10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

being very happy at school, while 16-year-olds and above report
only slightly above 3.

No significant differences between female and male students were
found (r=-88, p>0.05) (see Figure 1).

3.2. What makes Portuguese students
happy at school?

When we asked “What makes you happy in school” as an open
question and then codified the answers against the HSP framework’s
3 dimensions and 22 variables (Table 4), the pattern that emerged was
obvious: The dimension “people” was referred to by 83.8% of students,
with a relevant emphasis on friendship, and relationship with peers,
clearly the most important aspect for students feeling happy at school
(80.4%), as can be seen in Table 4. There is an association between
feeling happier and reporting friends as an aspect of feeling happy at
school (t=5.53, p<0.001, Cohen’s d=0.294). The t-test shows a
significant difference with a small effect size. We remark, however, that
the importance attributed to friends seems to decrease as age increases
(as determined by an ANOVA: F=5.5, p<0.001, np2=0.001),
although the effect size is small.

Teachers emerge as the second most crucial variable in the
“people” dimension, with attitudes being referred to by 15% of
students, and 13% referring to their competencies and teaching
capacities. Relations with teachers are also significantly correlated with
the self-reported level of happiness (t=8.55, p<0.001, Cohen’s

Dimensions Variables Examples
People 1. Friendship and relationships in the school community Being with my friends.
2. Positive teacher attitudes and attributes Teachers who help me learn about the planet.
3. Respect for diversity and differences Sensitivity about personal differences.
4. Positive and collaborative values and practices The collaborative environment.
5. Teacher working conditions and well-being Teachers” happiness.
6. Teacher skills and competencies Having good teachers who help me to learn well.
Process 7. Reasonable and fair workload Having free afternoons.
8. Teamwork and collaborative spirit The sharing environment between students and teachers.
9. Fun and engaging teaching and learning approaches Practical classes, such as Physical Education classes.
10. Learner freedom, creativity, and engagement Activities that promote our autonomy. Activities where we can express our feelings.
11. Sense of achievement and accomplishment Understanding that my efforts were worth it because I got good grades.
12. Extracurricular activities and school events Sports.
13. Learning as a team between students and teachers The sharing environment between students and teachers.
14. Useful, relevant, and engaging learning content Learning to read and write. I love doing maths!
15. Mental well-being and stress-management This school is welcoming and differentiates learning.
Place 16. Warm and friendly learning environment Good learning environment.
17. Secure environment free from bullying It’s a safe school where we can trust the teachers.
18. Open and green learning and playing spaces My school has green spaces and several areas where we can play.
19. School vision and leadership Organized school.
20. Positive discipline None of the students’ answers were categorized as such.
21. Good health, sanitation, and nutrition Eating my soup.
22. Democratic school management None of the students’ answers were categorized as such.
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FIGURE 1
Happiness average per student’s age.

d=0.41) as well as teacher competence (t=—-7.34, p<0.001, Cohen’s
d=0.42).

The “process” dimension was referred to by 21.9% of students with
particular highlights of the learning process: creativity (7.2%) and fun
learning activities (6.0%), as well as relevant content (6.6%). All the
other variables were seldom referred to, or not referred to at all.

Finally, “places” was referred to by 7.6% of students, particularly
with regard to the quality of outdoor spaces and health and nutrition.

Age has a significant impact on the dimension “people” (ANOVA,
F=15.12, p<0.001, np2 =0.02) with a decreasing level of importance,
and “process” (ANOVA, F=30.98, p<0.001, np2=0.03) as younger
respondents, in the first three cohorts, value this aspect more than
secondary-age students.

3.3. What makes Portuguese students
unhappy at school?

When students were asked about what makes them unhappy, their
responses highlighted excessive workload (24.9%) and bullying
(21.7%) as the primary sources of discomfort at school (Table 5).

Four of these five variables show significant differences with age
group: bullying (F=74.67, p<0.001, np2=0.08), workload (F=39.09,
p<0.001, np2=0.04), classroom environment (F=5.77, p<0.001,
Np2=0.01), and teachers’ attitudes (F=9.92, p<0.001, np2=0.01),
with the most relevant impacts pointing to a decrease in bullying with
age, and an increase in concern with the workload.

In total, 50.5% of students mentioned at least one aspect that
contributed to their unhappiness.

Mentioning bullying as something that makes them unhappy
negatively affects the overall happiness reported (t=5.35, p<0.001,
Cohen’s d=0.25). Being concerned about an excessive workload
(t=-5.33, p<0.001, Cohen’s d=—0.24) and teachers with negative
attributes (t=—-2.22, p<0.05, Cohen’s d=—0.16), on the other hand,
seem to go hand in hand with higher levels of overall happiness.

3.4. What are the characteristics of a happy
school?

62.3% of the surveyed students referred to “people,” with friends

taking the lead (55.4%), followed by teachers concerning both their
relation capability (16.1%) and competence (15.0%).
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“Process” is equally valued at the school level (21.9%) and the
individual level, with particular emphasis on fun teaching approaches
(10.3%), fair workload (9.6%), creativity (6.4%), and extracurricular
activities (5.6%). At the school level, 4.2% of students also refer to a
school that is concerned with stress-management.

Finally, 16.2% of students referred to the context level (“place”),
highlighting food and health concerns (8.6%) and outdoor spaces
(4.5%). These results, depicted in Table 6 and particularly in Figure 2,
highlight the similarities between their appraisal of what contributes
to their personal happiness, and what constitutes a happy school.

Age showed significant effects (p<0.001) on how much the
students valued some of these variables, including friendships
(ANOVA, F=8.67, p<0.001, np2=0.01), teacher attitudes and
attributes (ANOVA, F=15.77, p<0.001, np2=0.02), collaborative
practices (ANOVA, F=7.64, p<0.001, np2=0.01), teachers’ skills
(ANOVA, F=17.59, p<0.001, np2=0.02), learning as a team (ANOVA,
F=2.02, p<0.001, np2=0.002), extracurricular activities (ANOVA,
F=2.02, p<0.001, np2=0.01), mental well-being (ANOVA, F=8.80,
p<0.001, np2=0.01), open and green spaces (ANOVA, F=9.83,
p<0.001, np2=0.01), and health and nutrition (ANOVA, F=5.59,
p<0.001, np2=0.01), although with small effect sizes.

4. Discussion

One of the goals of our study was to identify students” happiness
levels at school. We found that the students in our sample were
moderately happy, although happiness decreases with age. This finding
aligns with others’ (Giacomoni and Hutz, 2008; Huebner et al., 2014;
Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2014; Badri et al., 2018; Mertoglu, 2020).
We found no differences between the levels of happiness reported by
girls and boys, which others pointed out (Gomez-Baya et al., 2021).
For our population, happiness at school is independent of gender.

We organized data analysis by a category scheme based on the
framework established by the HSP framework (UNESCO, 2016).
We found that not all the variables that the HSP identifies as
characteristics of a happy school are valued by Portuguese students.

4.1. People

Our findings show that friendships and relationships in the school
community are the most fundamental reason for students to feel
happy in school, which is consistent with other studies claiming the
central importance of interpersonal relationships in school in
determining the subjective well-being of students (Huebner et al.,
2014; Mertoglu, 2020; Gémez-Baya et al., 2021). Our findings are
closer to Diaz (2019), which found that variables making children
happy at school are mainly friends and classmates, activities that
include games and recreation, learning (specifically when it does not
involve feelings of frustration), and achievement and good
performance. A happy school is where students have friends, fun and
engaging activities, learning opportunities, achievement and good
performance, largely because of teachers” characteristics.

Portuguese students valued having teachers with positive attitudes
and attributes. Having this kind of teachers makes students happy
because they directly affect the way students learn, what they learn,
and the way they interact with each other (Badri et al., 2018; Stronge,
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TABLE 4 What makes students happy at school.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

Age
6to 10 11to 12 13 to 15 16 to 20 Total
Count % Count % Count % Count % Count %
PEOPLE Friendships and relationships 364 83.5 428 81.5 822 82.1 563 75.5 2,177 80.4
in the school community
Positive teacher attitudes and 103 23.6 91 17.3 119 11.9 91 12.2 404 14.9
attributes
Respect for diversity and 0 0.0 1 0.2 4 0.4 4 0.5 9 0.3
differences
Positive and collaborative 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1 1 0.0
values and practices
Teacher conditions and well- 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1 0 0.0 1 0.0
being
Teacher skills and 91 20.9 85 16.2 99 9.9 79 10.6 354 13.1
competencies
PROCESS | Reasonable and fair workload 2 0.5 14 2.7 11 1.1 13 1.7 40 1.5
Teamwork and collaborative 1 0.2 3 0.6 6 0.6 0 0.0 10 0.4
spirit
Fun and engaging teaching 27 6.2 28 5.3 54 5.4 53 7.1 162 6.0
and learning approaches
Learner freedom, creativity, 114 26.1 30 5.7 32 32 20 2.7 196 7.2
and engagement
Sense of achievement and 3 0.7 2 0.4 7 0.7 5 0.7 17 0.6
accomplishment
Extracurricular activities and 7 1.6 5 1.0 18 1.8 17 23 47 1.7
school events
Learning as a team between 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1 0 0.0 1 0.0
students and teachers
Useful, relevant, and engaging 35 8.0 41 7.8 64 6.4 36 4.8 176 6.5
learning content
Mental well-being and stress- 1 0.2 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.0
management
PLACE Warm and friendly learning 0 0.0 2 0.4 11 1.1 19 25 32 1.2
environment
Secure environment free from 3 0.7 3 0.6 5 0.5 3 0.4 14 0.5
bullying
Open and green learning and 8 1.8 21 4.0 27 2.7 11 1.5 67 2.5
playing spaces
School vision and leadership 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Positive discipline 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Good health, sanitation, and 15 3.4 30 5.7 36 3.6 22 2.9 103 3.8
nutrition
Democratic school 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
management

2018; OECD, 2019; Calp, 2020; Gomez-Baya et al., 2021). Having
teachers who listen to them and are fair makes them happier, which
has also been pointed out as a relevant aspect of happy schools
(Minguez, 2020). This has direct implications for teacher training and
lifelong learning, preparing them to promote the inclusion of all
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students (Inés et al., 2022) and ensuring supervision processes that
contribute to reflection about their practices and collaboration among
teachers directed to pedagogical improvement (Foong et al., 2018;
Wright et al., 2019; Seabra et al., 2021). To be a happy school is to
ensure there are teachers like this teaching at school.
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TABLE 5 What makes students unhappy at school.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

Age
6to 10 11to 12 13 to 15 16 to 20
Count % Count % Count % Count
Environment prone to bullying 200 459 131 25.0 164 16.4 93 12,5 588 217
Excessive workload and stress due to 34 7.8 113 21.5 266 26.6 260 34.9 673 249
evaluation
School and classroom environments 4 0.9 8 1.5 1 0.1 1 0.1 14 0.5
unsuitable for learning
Teachers with negative attributes or 60 13.8 29 5.5 88 8.8 43 5.8 220 8.1
attitudes
Bad relationships with teachers or peers 0 0.0 1 0.2 2 0.2 1 0.1 4 0.1

In our study, the variable of respect for diversity and difference
was rarely pointed out; this might be due to the low “diversity” of
students in schools, or the fact that the children consider their friends
as equals and do not identify “differences” in them. Nevertheless, this
is somewhat contradictory because students responded that bullying
is the leading cause of unhappiness at school, i.e., diversity and
difference are not fully respected because there are cases of bullying at
school (Calp, 2020; Aunampai et al., 2022).

The respondents identified positive and collaborative values and
practices as relevant, although infrequently. Therefore, the results of
this study do not fully support the results reported by the HSP and
others (Talebzadeh and Samkan, 2011). The students’ discourse also
failed to identify a concern for teachers’ working conditions and well-
being; teacher happiness influences their interactions with students
(Talebzadeh and Samkan, 2011). These aspects are essential in
combating teacher burnout (Capone et al., 2019). However, it appears
that the students are unaware of variables relating more directly to
teachers. Future studies considering teachers’ perspectives might
further illuminate this aspect. Just as the HSP values teacher skills and
competencies, so do the respondents in this study: teachers’
characteristics impact the teaching process (Talebzadeh and Samkan,
2011). Parents agree corroborate this feeling (Feraco et al., 2023).

4.2. Process

Students did not value a reasonable and fair workload, which
could mean that it does not make them happy at school. However, it
could also mean that they have an unfair workload and that this aspect
would be necessary for their happiness in school, which would match
the findings of the HSP framework (UNESCO, 2016). Further research
into this dimension, potentially including in-depth interviews, is
necessary to discriminate between these possibilities.

Also, teamwork and collaborative spirit were not highly valued,
although group activities with colleagues contribute to students’
happiness (Lee and Yoo, 2014). This might mean that working in a
group or collaboratively in Portuguese schools is not common.

Learning through fun and engaging teaching and learning
approaches makes students feel happy in school, which agrees with the
findings of HSP (UNESCO, 2016). Students assigned importance to
learning freedom, creativity, and engagement - one of the
characteristics of a happy school found in other studies (Soleimani
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and Tebyanian, 2011). This means that, for the youngest, a happy
school encourages students to engage in interesting teaching practices,
and also allows them to be creative.

The HSP pointed out that one of the variables contributing to a
happy school is having a sense of achievement and accomplishment,
which matches others” findings (Talebzadeh and Samkan, 2011); our
study confirms this variable, although in a tenuous way. This may
mean that, although Portuguese legislation allows for the recognition
of students, not all schools do so.

The existence of extracurricular activities and school events is
reported as being relevant for students to feel happy at school
(Huebner et al., 2014), in line with parents ‘perspectives (Feraco et al.,
2023; Gramaxo et al., 2023). Participating in extracurricular activities
relates to students’ life satisfaction (Feraco et al., 2023) and its a
characteristic of a happy school (UNESCO, 2016). In Portugal, schools
attended by students up to the age of 12 often have
extracurricular activities.

Portuguese students did not consider learning as a team between
students and teachers essential to feeling happy at school. Although it
was not valued by the respondents of this study, the HSP points out
that learning as a team between students and teachers is a variable
that contributes to a happy school (UNESCO, 2016). This may
mean that it is not usual for Portuguese students to work together
with their teachers.

The current study found that useful, relevant, and engaging
learning content is important for happiness in school; students feel
happy with what they learn (Gomez-Baya et al., 2021), which draws
attention to curricular issues involved in promoting happy schools
(Pacheco and Seabra, 2013). Portuguese students say that what they
learn at school should be useful in their daily lives.

The respondents did not refer to mental well-being and stress-
management in relevant numbers, although the HSP values this
dimension (UNESCO, 2016). We might think that students do not
realize the difficulties that teachers might have in terms of stress and
well-being.

4.3. Place

A warm and friendly learning environment was reported as
necessary for students to feel happy at school, consistent with those
who argue that students with better results on standard tests attend
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TABLE 6 What makes a school a happy school.

Age

11to 12 13to 15 16 to 20 Total
Count % Count % Count % Count %

PEOPLE Friendships and relationships 276 63.3 318 60.6 527 52.6 380 509 1,501 55.4

in the school community

Positive teacher attitudes and 64 14.7 130 24.8 164 16.4 79 10.6 437 16.1
attributes

Respect for diversity and 8 1.8 2 0.4 11 11 9 1.2 30 1.1
differences

Positive and collaborative 3 0.7 6 1.1 19 1.9 32 4.3 60 2.2

values and practices

Teacher conditions and well- 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.1 1 0.0
being
Teacher skills and 43 9.9 124 23.6 161 16.1 79 10.6 407 15.0
competencies

PROCESS | Reasonable and fair workload 28 6.4 40 7.6 111 11.1 82 11.0 261 9.6
Teamwork and collaborative 0 0.0 10 1.9 11 1.1 4 0.5 25 0.9
spirit
Fun and Engaging teaching and 30 6.9 52 9.9 115 11.5 83 11.1 280 10.3

learning approaches

Learner freedom, creativity, 37 8.5 24 4.6 62 6.2 49 6.6 172 6.4
and engagement
Sense of achievement and 2 0.5 3 0.6 3 0.3 6 0.8 14 0.5
accomplishment
Extracurricular activities and 6 1.4 23 4.4 66 6.6 58 7.8 153 5.6

school events

Learning as a team between 0 0.0 1 0.2 3 0.3 6 0.8 10 0.4

students and teachers

Useful, relevant, and engaging 13 3.0 3 0.6 14 1.4 25 34 55 2.0

learning content

Mental well-being and stress- 2 0.5 17 32 47 4.7 48 6.4 114 4.2
management

PLACE ‘Warm and friendly learning 2 0.5 9 1.7 18 1.8 5 0.7 34 1.3
environment
Secure environment free from 5 1.1 8 1.5 24 2.4 10 1.3 47 1.7
bullying
Open and green learning and 40 9.2 21 4.0 28 2.8 33 4.4 122 4.5
playing spaces
School vision and leadership 1 0.2 10 1.9 25 2.5 19 2.5 55 2.0
Positive discipline 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Good health, sanitation, and 25 5.7 53 10.1 107 10.7 47 6.3 232 8.6
nutrition
Democratic school 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
management

schools with a learning-friendly environment (Leithwood and Jantzi, ~ when we analyze a happy school (Huebner et al., 2014; Calp, 2020;
2006; Macneil et al., 2009; UNESCO, 2021). A happy school hasan ~ Mertoglu, 2020). Children are more likely to reach their social,
orderly environment, conducive to learning. emotional, and academic potential in a safe, supportive, and

Our study has identified a weak appreciation of a secure  collaborative school environment (OECD, 2019). Children who
environment free from bullying, although it is considered necessary ~ perceive their school environment as safe and supportive are likelier

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Gramaxo et al.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1267308

M People M Process M Place

3
3
3
2
)

%
3
?

Teache!
Competencie®

What makes students happy at school

FIGURE 2

Comparison between factors identified as contributing to personal happiness vs. happiness at the school level, 7% of answers per category.
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What makes a school a happy school

to achieve expected academic and social outcomes (Huebner et al.,
2014). This can mean that respondents know that, in a happy school,
there’s no room for bullying, and a happy school is a safe place.

Our respondents valued the existence of open and green learning
and playing spaces, consistent with the HSP and others, who claimed
that, during the pandemic, the fact of having or not having an outside
area was noted (Quay et al., 2020). Physical space is essential, and in
a dream school, it should be large (Ince et al., 2022). In a happy school,
students learn outdoors, making the playground and nature
their classroom.

Despite being less valued by the students in our sample, school
vision and leadership is a variable that contributes to a happy school
from the HSP perspective (UNESCO, 2016). School vision and
leadership promote good learning conditions (Leithwood and Jantzi,
2006; Dumay, 2009; Heck and Hallinger, 2010; Bolivar, 2012);
hopefully, this variable will emerge with a bolder emphasis when the
teachers” opinion is taken into account.

Our respondents do not refer to positive discipline, despite the
HSP considering this a variable contributing to a happy school; it
could mean that Portuguese students are used to a more traditional
form of discipline.

Respondents consider good health, sanitation, and nutrition
relevant, in line with the HSP (UNESCO, 2016). For them, a happy
school has good food and clean areas. Students do not value the
existence of democratic school management, unlike the HSP
(UNESCO, 2016). This can mean that Portuguese school do not
involve students in school management decisions.

5. Conclusion

We can conclude that most children in the sampled Portuguese
public schools feel at least moderately happy at school, although the
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level of happiness at school decreases with age, and some children
report feeling unhappy or very unhappy, stressing the need for
adequate intervention to help schools effectively be happy for
all students.

The main results of our analysis, which involved 2,708 students
from different educational levels, show that happiness is linked to
friends and people, with students amply referring to this dimension.
Happiness positively correlates to creativity, friends, learning
strategies, and teachers’ attitudes, competencies, and capacities. These
findings are in line with parents’ perspectives (Gramaxo et al., 2023),
which reinforces our conclusions. On the other hand, negative
attitudes from teachers or bullying can put happiness at risk. When
students refer to unhappiness, they also state that “people” are what
can make them unhappy through bullying. A relevant aspect that was
referred to was the excessive number of classes, which keeps children
inside a classroom for long hours.

In summary, we found parallels between HSP and Portuguese
students on what a happy school should look like. We have not
validated “Teacher Conditions and Well-Being”, which means
we validated 5 out of 6 variables in the “people” dimension: (1)
Friendships and Relationships in the School Community; (2) Teacher
Skills and Competencies; (3) Positive Teacher Attitudes and Attributes;
(4) Respect for Diversity and Differences; (5) Positive and
Collaborative Values and Practices.

We have validated 9 out of 9 variables in the “process” dimension.
We have also validated 5 out of 7 variables in the “place” dimension:
(1) Good Health, Sanitation, and Nutrition; (2) Open and Green
Learning and Playing Spaces; (3) School Vision and Leadership; (4)
Secure Environment Free from Bullying; (5) Warm and Friendly
Learning Environment. In this dimension, we have not validated
“Positive Discipline” and “Democratic School Management?”

When we build the bridge between the individual and the
institutions, i.e., schools, we realize that “people” is the most relevant
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aspect on both levels. However, when answering the question of “what
makes a happy school,” students were more pragmatic. They focused
on the external elements susceptible to policymakers’ intervention:
better teaching strategies, more organized timetables, and creative and
extracurricular activities. Context-level variables such as food and
outdoor spaces were also referred to at the school level. These aspects
should, therefore, be priority targets of policymakers  and practitioners’
efforts for school improvement.

Our study has some limitations. We acknowledge that the fact that
we have studied a non-probabilistic sample limits the possibility of
generalizing the results to the national population. Therefore, our
conclusions apply only to the studied sample.

Despite these limitations, this study was pioneering in addressing the
happy schools construct in Portugal. We gathered data from students of
all levels of mandatory education and multiple regional contexts,
representing a variety of student realities. Also, despite collecting data
from a large number of participants, we gathered qualitative data in
children’s own words, which allowed us to develop a more naturalistic and
unprompted understanding of what children value in their school
experience. The framework was built upon a study conducted in a very
different cultural reality, impacting how aspects of happy schools are
valued (Stearns, 2019). Therefore, assessing what features are relevant to
Portuguese children and youth is valuable.

This study obtained original knowledge to understand the happiness
dimension of the Portuguese student population, while providing clues
on how to foster happier schools and avoid unhappiness.

Further research is needed, questioning teachers, school staff, and
principals. Only by considering the perspectives of all those involved
will we fully understand happiness at school and clearly define which
HSP (UNESCO, 2016) variables are relevant to the Portuguese reality.
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Appendix A
Questionnaire applied to the students:

1. How old are you? (Open answer).

2. What is your sex? (Possible answers: Male/Female/Other or prefer not to answer).

3. How happy do you feel at school? (Possible answers: 5-point Likert scale from 1 (very unhappy) to 5 (very happy)).
4. What makes you happy at school? (Open-ended question).

5. What makes you unhappy at school? (Open-ended question).

6. In your opinion, what are the characteristics of a happy school? (Open-ended question).
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