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well-being in school
Martina B. Ott *, Katharina M. Meusburger  and Gudrun Quenzel 

Institute of Sociology of Education, University Colleges of Teacher Education Vorarlberg, Feldkirch, 
Austria

At school, it is important that young people are in an environment in which they 
feel well and have a positive attitude. To increase the positive attitude toward 
school as an indicator of the well-being of students, it is essential to know which 
factors influence it. Recent studies have indicated that participation opportunities 
at school might have a positive impact on the well-being of students. However, 
participation encompasses a wide range of different actions, decision-making 
processes, and forms of communication. This article explores different aspects 
of student participation—democratic school culture, active co-design, pseudo-
participation, and the co-determination of students in the classroom and 
in teaching—and its relationships to student well-being. This article has an 
exploratory design and uses representative secondary data (n  =  1,526) of students 
in the 8th to 10th grades in Vorarlberg (Austria) for a multilevel analysis to examine 
different aspects of student participation that promote or reduce student well-
being. The results show that a democratic school culture has the strongest 
correlation with student well-being. Students’ co-determination and active co-
design in the classroom and in teaching are also positively related to student well-
being. Pseudo-participation has a weak negative effect on student well-being. 
The results suggest that in order to promote student well-being, it is important 
to increase the democratic culture of schools, to involve students in as many 
decisions as possible, and to let them have a real say in the class.
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1 Introduction

In 1989, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1990) resolved the consistent 
involvement of children and adolescents in decisions in all areas relevant to them in Article 12. 
It enshrines the right of children to freely express their opinions on matters that affect them and 
that their will should be taken into account wherever possible. Since school is a central area of 
children’s and young people’s lives, they can and should participate actively there. For example, 
students could be involved in extracurricular events (e.g., class trips and school festivals) and 
upcoming changes to the school buildings and facilities (e.g., design of the playground and 
library equipment). It is also conceivable, however, that students could be involved in the main 
business of the school—lessons—for example, in the choice of lesson topics and the way in 
which they are taught.

The opportunity to participate seems to have various positive effects on students (Mager and 
Nowak, 2012; Griebler et al., 2017; Jungkunz, 2023). Whether students are able to participate in 
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their schools is therefore a central characteristic of the quality of 
schools (Honneth, 2012; Simon and Schmitz, 2021). Overall, 
participation in schools is considered to have “almost mythical power” 
(Biedermann and Oser, 2020, p.  28). Thus, the participation of 
students is said to increase their independence and self-efficacy and 
result in happiness and a positive attitude toward school (Jungkunz, 
2023; Quenzel and Ott, 2023). Through active participation in schools 
and lessons, students can experience basic democratic skills; they 
learn to articulate their own concerns and interests and to be taken 
seriously with them (Soler-i-Martí, 2015; Brügelmann, 2019; Quenzel 
et  al., 2023). The political self-efficacy experienced in this way 
strengthens the concrete sense of belonging to the (experienced) 
community and the abstract confidence in the legitimacy of 
democratic decision-making processes (Bacher and Weber, 2008; 
Johnson, 2015).

Based on data on participation opportunities at schools in Austria, 
this paper attempts to determine the connection between these 
opportunities and positive attitudes toward school as an indicator of 
student well-being. However, the findings can also be applied to other 
school systems because the level of participation and the areas in 
which students have the opportunity to participate vary considerably 
from school to school in Austria. At some schools, the teaching of 
basic democratic attitudes, such as that everyone has the same rights 
and that there can be different opinions on topics, is very important. 
Some schools inform their students about all important decisions and 
let them have a say in the process, while others actively involve their 
students in the classroom. However, there are also schools that ask 
students for their opinions but without the serious intention of taking 
them into account.

Although some studies suggest a correlation between participation 
and student well-being, it remains unclear how different participation 
practices are related to student well-being. This is because participation 
as a concept encompasses a wide range of practices and can be used 
both generally to refer to the access of certain groups of people to 
relevant goods (e.g., participation of women in the labor market and 
of children in school) and as a synonym for various forms of 
co-determination or co-design. Due to this unsubstantiated theoretical 
and data basis, this article is exploratory in design. This article uses 
participation as a synonym for co-determination and co-design and 
explores the following question: Which forms of participation 
opportunities are positively related to student well-being?

Using secondary data analysis collected in an Austrian federal 
state, the article aims to link participation in different manifestations, 
from democratic school culture, pseudo-participation as well as active 
co-design in decision-making processes, and concrete opportunities 
for participation in class with student well-being. Where do clear 
correlations emerge, and what can be derived from them for schools 
that want to promote participation and well-being?

2 Participation in school

Schools play a significant role in the socialization process of young 
people (Wentzel, 2015; Hurrelmann and Quenzel, 2018). It has the 
educational mandate to contribute to the reproduction and innovation 
of society as well as to the personality development of students (Fend, 
2009). In pluralistic and democratic societies, stable personality 
development is rarely achieved without participation, as it holds 

emancipatory value for the strengthening of personality through the 
experience of autonomy and self-determination (Moser, 2010; 
Reisenauer, 2020). Accordingly, it is important to expand opportunities 
for participation in schools (de Róiste et al., 2012; Feu i Gelis et al., 2021; 
Simon and Schmitz, 2021; Anderson et al., 2022; Graham et al., 2022).

The term “participation” is used for a wide range of practices. 
According to Müller-Kuhn and Häbig (2022), it is an “umbrella term.” 
For example, participation is synonymous with co-determination, 
co-design, or involvement (student voice, having a say, and student 
involvement; Müller-Kuhn et  al., 2021; Müller-Kuhn and Häbig, 
2022). However, the term participation is also used for involvement in 
processes, such as planning and decision-making processes (Müller-
Kuhn and Häbig, 2022). In this article, we also see school participation 
as an umbrella term in which different forms become apparent. We do 
not see participation as a synonym for co-design or co-determination 
but as forms of school participation. By active co-design, we mean 
involvement in decision-making processes in the school context, 
whereas co-determination stands for shaping opportunities in the 
classroom. Moreover, the term participation is closely linked to 
concepts such as democracy, self-determination, emancipation, 
integration, justice, and inclusion (Reisenauer, 2020). All these 
concepts have in common that they are central concerns of a 
democratic society and thus also represent important pedagogical 
content for schools.

Reichenbach (2007), on the other hand, pointed out that 
participation in schools is associated with difficulties. He stated that 
more (note: participation) is not always better. Three phenomena in 
particular can undermine participatory action: first, there is 
occasionally a group of students who do not want to participate and 
are therefore not included in the process; second, although attempts 
are made to flatten hierarchies, individuals who have more to say than 
others and thus have a greater influence on everyone’s opinion often 
emerge; and third, pseudo-participation is often practiced under the 
label of participation. Therefore, it is important not only to focus on 
the “more” participation of pupils but also to consider different aspects 
of participation in school.

To comprehend the range of participation possibilities in everyday 
school life, it is important to make a rough classification of attitudes 
toward participation, forms, and opportunities. However, such a 
generally accepted classification is not yet available. Therefore, this 
paper tries to divide school participation into three aspects: 1. a 
general attitude toward the teaching of fundamental values such as 
democracy, self-determination, emancipation, integration, justice, or 
inclusion (democratic school culture); 2. participation in planning or 
decision-making processes or will-forming processes (shared 
decision-making processes); and 3. concrete forms of co-determination 
or co-involvement in the classroom and in teaching (students’ 
co-determination in class).

2.1 Democratic school culture

Democratic school culture can be used to identify and illustrate 
democratic and associated participatory elements in the everyday 
school lives of young people (Diedrich, 2008; Derecik et al., 2018; 
Rinnooy Kan et  al., 2023). Schools are hierarchically structured 
institutions in which students can participate only if this is permitted 
and positively supported by school administrators and teachers. 
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However, conveying democratic values is part of the educational 
mission of schools (SchUG, 2023, §58 e; f). The extent of a democratic 
school culture describes the extent to which the central principles of 
a modern democracy are communicated and lived in schools, such as 
fairness and tolerance, or the majority principle and the protection of 
minorities in voting. To survey democratic school culture in 
quantitative studies, a scale for recording the degree of democratization 
of schools (Diedrich, 2008) was developed in a German study based 
on the IEA Civic Education Study (Schulz et al., 2016, 2018).

2.2 Shared decision-making process

Another aspect of student participation is the extent of student 
involvement in decision-making. A popular way of representing the 
different forms of participation is through level or ladder models. Hart 
(1992), for example, listed different levels of participation by children 
and adolescents and organized them on a ladder with eight steps. Hart 
(1992) classified the first three levels as activities that did not constitute 
actual participation. They represent non-involvement as well as fake 
participation (i.e., pseudo-participation). For example, at Level 1, 
students are externally directed; they are unable to make decisions 
about the form of work or the results of a project. In the second level, 
too, students do not participate; they are used for decoration. 
Although they participate, students do not know exactly why they are 
doing it or what it is all about. At Level 3, students participate only in 
appearance; they can decide whether to participate, but their voices 
do not really count. Regarding Level 4, Hart (1992) spoke of 
participation, for example, by informing students about upcoming 
decisions and processes. However, actual co-determination or 
co-design is not depicted until Level 5, for example, when students are 
informed and have a say or—as the highest level—when they find 
their own solutions and can also implement them. The separation of 
the different levels of participation makes sense analytically, but in 
decision-making practice, the levels often occur simultaneously 
(Wetzelhütter and Bacher, 2015). Moreover, Hart (2008) suggested 
that the top rung of the ladder is not necessarily the best form of 
participation. Rather, this ladder serves to represent an assessment of 
the extent of student participation “allowed” by adults or institutions.

2.3 Student co-determination in class

Adolescents can co-determine in different areas of everyday 
school life. Empirically, these areas are often quantitatively 
operationalized in terms of places or topics (e.g., class trip destinations, 
lesson topics, or the choice of where to sit) on which they can 
participate. In the classroom context, for example, this often occurs in 
the choice of seating arrangements or class trip destinations 
(Meusburger, 2023). Less frequently, co-determination takes place 
directly in the lessons, for example, in the choice of lesson topics or 
homework. However, if we look more broadly at instructional designs 
that allow students more freedom of choice, aspects of participation 
can be identified indirectly. For example, Hauk and Gröschner (2022), 
in their systematic review, dealt with the effects of learner-controlled 
instruction and showed that this is positively related to, for example, 
motivation.

The Austrian school system offers a wide range of participation 
opportunities. Pupils have the opportunity to participate in 

committees, for example, on a school community committee or in 
offices as class or school representatives. Moreover, the Austrian 
School and Education Act also provides for the participation of pupils 
in lessons through elected representatives (SchUG, 2023, §58 e; f). 
This means that representatives can also directly co-determine in 
lessons. However, Austrian young people report that this rarely occurs 
(Meusburger, 2023).

3 The concept of student well-being

How students feel about their school, whether they enjoy going 
there, and whether they are satisfied with it in the long term are key 
elements of student well-being (Schwinger et al., 2015; Hascher et al., 
2018; Schürer et al., 2021). In older studies on student well-being, this 
was often constructed one-dimensionally. Commonly, questions such 
as “How much do you  like going to school?” were used as 
operationalizations of student well-being. More recent studies 
understand student well-being as a multidimensional construct 
(Nobel et al., 2008; Gutman and Vorhaus, 2012; Roffey, 2012; Soutter 
et al., 2014; Borgonovi and Pál, 2016; Renshaw and Chenier, 2019) 
and, depending on the focus, include components such as enjoyment 
and satisfaction, as well as physical and mental health (König et al., 
2011; Soutter et al., 2014; BMBWF, 2015; McLellan and Steward, 2015; 
OECD, 2017).

Hascher (2004) summarized the different considerations and 
proposed defining student well-being as an emotional state in which 
positive emotions and cognitions about school are present and 
dominate over negative emotions and cognitions. She presented a 
sixcomponent model (Hascher, 2004, 2010, 2012) in which positive 
attitudes toward school play a central role in student well-being:

 1 Positive attitudes and emotions toward school in general
 2 Enjoyment in school
 3 Positive academic self-concept
 4 Absence of worries about school
 5 Absence of physical complaints in school
 6 Absence of social problems in school

The model of Hascher’s (2004) consists of three positive and three 
negative emotions and cognitions toward school. While we follow this 
model, student well-being is not represented in its multidimensionality 
in the dataset used here; we focus on the positive attitudes of students 
toward their schools and thus capture an essential dimension of 
student well-being. Unfortunately, the available secondary data do not 
allow us to operationalize the component of positive attitudes and 
emotions toward school in the form originally envisioned by Hascher 
(2004, 2010, 2012). Therefore, we follow Schwinger et al. (2015) in 
operationalizing well-being as affective school well-being. By this, they 
refer to positive and negative feelings and attitudes (e.g., happiness, 
satisfaction, or anxiety) toward school.

4 Determinants of student well-being 
and the role of participation

Whether students feel comfortable at school has become a key 
indicator of successful teaching (Hascher and Hagenauer, 2018), a 
cooperative school climate conducive to learning (OECD, 2017), and 
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a factor influencing the further success of students’ educational careers 
(Bücker et al., 2018; Wirthwein et al., 2018). Thus, it should be of 
common interest to make a school a place where students like to 
be and to have a positive attitude toward it. However, the findings 
suggest that the pleasure of going to school tends to decline the longer 
children and young people attend school. At the end of primary 
school, 37 percent of Austrian students are very happy to go to school, 
while only 17 percent report a very high level of happiness at the end 
of secondary school (Mayrhofer et al., 2019). To maintain and promote 
a positive attitude toward school, it is important to know what this 
attitude is linked to.

The level of student well-being is related to the biological and 
psychological dispositions of individual students (Liu et al., 2021; 
Wilson and Spencer, 2022). Although the relationship between health 
and gender is well established, a range of studies have found little 
evidence of a relationship between gender and student well-being 
(Løhre et al., 2010; Kröske, 2020; Ott, 2020). In contrast, other studies 
have suggested differences between female and male adolescents in 
terms of their well-being (Tomyn and Cummins, 2011; Palsdottir 
et al., 2012; Mayrhofer et al., 2019). Consequently, the findings on 
gender-specific student well-being are ambiguous (Hülshoff, 2020).

The connection between the happiness of school attendance and 
family educational background shows a discontinuous course 
(Mayrhofer et  al., 2019): students whose parents have a tertiary 
education more often report that they like going to school. However, 
well-being does not increase continuously up to this point because the 
well-being of students from educationally disadvantaged homes 
hardly differs from that of young people whose parents have completed 
vocational training or general university entrance qualifications. In 
addition, there are hardly any empirical findings in Austria that can 
prove a correlation between the socioeconomic background of 
students and their well-being at school. It is therefore unclear whether 
there is a connection here and, if so, how it is structured.

There is also a lack of research on whether there is a connection 
between the language spoken and the well-being of students in 
Austria. The language spoken is often used as an indication of a 
migration background. However, it is clear that there is a correlation 
between migration background and student well-being (Mayrhofer 
et al., 2019). This indicates that about 20 percent of students with a 
migration background in the 8th grade state that they like going to 
school very much. In comparison, about 16 percent of students 
without a migration background do so. In addition, student well-being 
depends on various social factors, such as teachers’ behavior (Løhre 
et al., 2010; Ott, 2020), the culture of social interaction among students 
at school (Lester and Cross, 2015; Aldridge et al., 2016; Aldridge and 
McChesney, 2018; Moore et al., 2018; Varela et al., 2019), and the 
relationship between teachers and students (Van Petegem et al., 2008; 
Poulou, 2020).

As teachers’ behavior, the social interaction of students, and the 
relationship between teachers and students are also related to the 
available opportunities for participation at school (Reinhardt, 2016; 
Sykas and Peonidis, 2022; Jungkunz, 2023), and participation has a 
positive effect on self-efficacy and sense of belonging (Bacher and 
Weber, 2008; Johnson, 2015), it is reasonable to conclude that 
participation, student well-being, and a positive attitude toward school 
are also connected. Surprisingly, however, no theoretical models have 
been found that directly link student well-being to student 
participation. Indications that participation may be  relevant for 
(health) well-being can be concluded from explanatory models in 

psychology. For example, the subarea of autonomy of self-
determination theory by Ryan and Deci (2000) is also used to explain 
well-being.

In addition to these theoretical assumptions, some empirical 
findings suggest a connection between student well-being as well as a 
positive attitude toward school and participation (for example, Helwig 
and McNeil, 2010; Smith et al., 2010; Hammerin et al., 2018; Graham 
et  al., 2022). Quantitative studies on the relationship between 
participation and well-being, however, are rare. Additionally, 
participation in school includes a wide range of possible actions, 
ranging from talking to student representatives to actively involving 
as many students as possible in lessons and in all matters relevant to 
the school. Studies on whether these various forms of participation 
also have different impacts on well-being are still outstanding. Since 
participation also demands time and commitment, for example, when 
differences of opinion are openly discussed and solutions have to 
be worked out, it seems possible that participation could actually 
reduce student well-being. In addition, the range of operationalizations 
of well-being is also quite broad. Studies that focus on health, 
satisfaction, motivation, or attitudes are often located in the area of 
well-being. For example, Griebler et  al.’s (2017) systematic review 
indicated that several studies showed a positive effect of student 
participation on student satisfaction.

Previous sparse empirical findings on student participation and 
student well-being will be categorized into the three dimensions of 
participation described above—democratic school culture, shared 
decision-making process, and students’ co-determination in class. 
Hypotheses will be deduced from these findings.

4.1 Democratic school culture

Graham et al. (2022) provided evidence of correlations between 
well-being and certain elements of a democratic school culture—in 
this case, influence and working together. With influence, students’ 
views on the ability to effect change are illustrated, and working 
together shows intergenerational collaboration. In both areas, the 
researchers were able to show significant correlations with well-being 
at school. In addition, de Róiste et al. (2012) proved for Irish students 
that participation in the design of school rules and the representation 
of one’s own views at school are positively related to the well-being of 
students. For Chilean students, González et al. (2021) analyzed the 
effect of rules of coexistence and listen students as indicators of student 
participation and democratic school culture on students’ subjective 
well-being (life satisfaction). They were able to show that these two 
forms of participation are positively related to well-being and that 
listen students also has a direct positive effect on well-being. Based on 
these findings, the following hypothesis is proposed for this article:

H1: When students report a democratic school culture at their 
school, they tend to have higher student well-being.

4.2 Shared decision-making process

There are no empirically reliable studies on the question of how 
student well-being is specifically related to the first participation steps 
on the Hart ladder: pseudo-participation. However, Meyer-Ahrens 
et  al. (2010) pointed out indications of a relationship between 
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pseudo-participation and motivation, interest, and enjoyment in their 
study. Here, they investigated how groups of students with and 
without apparent opportunities for co-determination differ from each 
other in biology classes. Interestingly, students who had apparent 
opportunities for co-determination (i.e., they felt that they were 
making decisions, but these decisions were rarely implemented) rated 
their motivation, interest, and enjoyment higher. However, it must 
be  mentioned here that students might not recognize pseudo-
participation as such; therefore, the positive effects on motivation are 
more likely to be  attributed to the participation aspect. However, 
Gamsjäger and Wetzelhütter (2020) examined how Hart’s (1992) levels 
of pseudo-participation were related to the relationship to school. 
They were able to show that the relationship to school and pseudo-
participation correlated negatively. Now, a positive school relationship 
is not the same as school well-being, but it is a related construct. 
However, if adolescents are only able to participate in an apparent way 
and are aware of this, their attitudes toward school may decline and, 
by extension, so may their student well-being. Therefore, the following 
hypothesis is proposed for this article:

H2: If students are only apparently included in decision-making, 
then this is negatively correlated with their student well-being.

If the participation of students in decision-making processes—in 
the sense of Levels 5–8 of the Hart ladder—is focused, some empirical 
findings are identified. In the study of Graham et  al.’s (2022), for 
example, students were asked whether they had the opportunity to 
vote (having a choice) and whether they could participate (having a 
say). These forms of participation can be  categorized at different 
intensity levels on the participation ladder and are both positively 
related to student well-being. Hammerin et al.’s (2018) qualitative 
study examined the ability of Swedish students’ involvement in class 
activities to be related to their feelings of stress. They made no explicit 
reference to the Hart ladder but divided the forms of participation 
similarly, according to pure information transfer to students up to 
student-centered instructional settings in which students can make 
decisions and control their own learning processes. The study showed 
that the intensity of participation was related to students’ experiences 
of stress, but the direction was unclear. Although students reported 
that they felt better when they could actively participate in the 
classroom, they also said that they felt more stressed because they had 
to make decisions themselves. Additionally, Kostenius and Nyström 
(2020) showed in their qualitative survey that active participation in 
school—similar to active co-design as the top rung of Hart’s 
participation ladder—contributes to greater health well-being. 
Overall, the results suggest that adolescents who are involved in and 
able to shape decision-making processes in their schools and classes 
may feel better. Accordingly, the hypothesis for this article is as follows:

H3: When students are able to actively co-design decision-making 
processes, this is positively related to their student well-being.

4.3 Student co-determination in class

Students have a wide range of opportunities to participate in 
decision-making in the class context. In particular, students often have 
a say in the organization of extracurricular events, such as class trip 

destinations or project days and weeks (Meusburger, 2023). De Róiste 
et al. (2012) investigated how such participation opportunities are 
related to student well-being. They were able to show that students 
perceived their schools more positively when they were involved in 
organizing class events. Graham et al. (2022) also demonstrated a 
positive correlation between co-determination and school activities 
(voices about activities). However, students are less involved in the 
main business of school—lesson and teaching—even though they are 
interested in participating in these activities (Meusburger, 2023). In 
the study of Graham et al.’s (2022), students were asked whether they 
had a say in schooling. The correlation of this question with student 
well-being showed a positive association. This link is stronger than the 
link between participation in school activities and student well-being. 
Smith et al. (2010) also indicated that experiencing autonomy in the 
classroom also leads to higher positive attitudes toward school among 
American and Japanese adolescents. Therefore, it appears that 
opportunities for co-determination in the classroom context and in 
teaching could be a central factor in the well-being of young people. 
Therefore, the following hypothesis is deduced:

H4: When students have the opportunity to co-determine in class, 
they have higher student well-being.

5 Data and methods

To test these hypotheses, secondary data from a representative 
survey of 8th, 9th, and 10th grade students in Vorarlberg (Austria) will 
be used. The students are approximately 14–17 years old and are either 
at the end of lower secondary school or at the beginning of upper 
secondary school. First, the data basis is described. Subsequently, the 
analysis variables are illustrated. Finally, the statistical data analysis 
is explained.

5.1 Data basis

For the secondary data analysis, data from the international 
project “Education and Participation” (Quenzel et  al., 2023) 
pertaining to Austria were used. In the course of this study, the 
students’ school participation opportunities were surveyed by a 
representative online survey between March and June 2020 and 
administered by the class teachers. This study was not primarily 
designed to explain student well-being. However, the data are still 
used to answer the questions due to their high quality. The population 
represents all students in the 8th, 9th, and 10th grades of all school 
types, except general special education. The population data were 
provided by the Federal Ministry of Education, Science and Research 
and the Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Regions, and Tourism, as 
well as by Statistics Austria. The population comprises 613 classes and 
11,834 young people throughout Vorarlberg. A representative sample 
was drawn from all the schools.

A combined proportionally stratified random sample was drawn 
from all schools by the Vorarlberg State Office for Statistics. The 
distribution was made according to the characteristic strata of 
school type and gender. The gross sample comprised 123 classes, 
with 2,574 pupils. Despite COVID-19-related school closures in 
spring 2020, the response rate was just under 65 percent. All 
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students in a class from the sample were asked to participate in the 
survey. Data cleaning was conducted. A total of 210 cases were 
deleted from the data set; for instance, when students were under 
14 years old, the completion time of the questionnaire was less than 
6 min, there were more than 85 missing values, all sociodemographic 
information was missing, no questions on participation were 
answered, or extremely one-sided and implausible response 
behavior was recognizable for several questions (Jungkunz et al., 
2023). The realized sample comprised 1,526 adolescents from 92 
classes in Vorarlberg (Austria). The data were weighted according to 
the structural characteristics of school type and gender. The 
weighted data represented 8th to 10th grade students of all school 
types in Vorarlberg (with the exception of general special schools) 
for the school year 2019/2020 (see Table 1).

With a population of 11,834 students in the corresponding age 
group, the realized sample is comparatively large, which partly 
compensates for possible cluster effects of the sample design. In 
addition, analysis strategies were chosen in which possible cluster 
effects could be considered. The average proportion of missing values 
is 2.6 percent. The highest proportion, 4.9 percent, is found in the 
statement to be evaluated: “We have a voice, but do not know exactly 
what about.” The MCAR test, according to Little (1988), indicates a 
missing at random (MAR) mechanism [χ2(1,494) = 1,866.7; p ≤ 0.001]. 
Specifically, it shows that missing values for the participation questions 
are associated with a lower socioeconomic status or an increase in 
other languages primarily spoken at home. Consequently, the missing 
data were replaced by multiple imputations in SPSS for adequate 
treatment of the missing values. For imputation, following Royston 
(2004), five estimators per missing value were calculated All variables 
included in the model were used to estimate the missing values 
(recommended by Collins et al., 2001; Böwing-Schmalenbrock and 
Jurczok, 2011), because the missing values are not independent of the 
control variables. Therefore, 1,526 (47.7% male) cases are included in 
the analyses.

5.2 Variables for analysis

Five scales are used for the following analyses. A confirmatory 
factor analysis was conducted in AMOS to examine the structure of 
the scales student well-being, democratic school culture, pseudo-
participation, active co-design, and co-determination class. The 
student well-being scale consists of three items: democratic school 
culture includes seven items, pseudo-participation contains two 
variables, and active co-design and co-determination classes are 
formed by four items in each case.

First, the model was specified with five factors. The model fit 
indices indicate that the model fits the data adequately: χ2 = 961.101; 
df = 156; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.94; NFI = 0.92; IFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.92; 
RMSEA = 0.06 (90% CI [0.055, 0.061]). These results indicate that the 
model has a sufficient fit with the data. RMSEA should actually 
be below 0.06; however, Kenny et al. (2015) cautioned that in simple 
models, such as confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS, this indicator 
can be problematic. The factor loadings of the items are presented in 
Table 2.

The scales were created using the mean values of items that 
together represent a content dimension (e.g., student well-being).

5.2.1 Dependent variable
Student well-being. In this paper, student well-being is measured 

by two emotional aspects (school happiness and absence of school 
stress) and one cognitive aspect (school satisfaction; Schwinger et al., 
2015). The student well-being scale is formed from the mean values of 
the variables school satisfaction (How satisfied are you overall with 
your situation at school? Response options: very satisfied, satisfied, 
partly satisfied, dissatisfied, and very dissatisfied), school happiness 
(I actually like going to school. Response options: always, often, 
sometimes, and never), and school stress (How do you feel about your 
everyday school life? Response options: easy, okay, slightly stressful, 
and stressful/very stressful). The items are based on questions from 

TABLE 1 Overview weighting - population, samples, sample weighting.

Type of School Gender Population % Sample % Sample 
weighting

Academic Secondary School 100 1,441 12.2 197 12.9 0.94

Academic Secondary School 50 1,195 10.1 166 10.9 0.93

College for Higher Vocational Education 100 1,221 10.3 165 10.8 0.95

College for Higher Vocational Education 50 1,099 9.3 78 5.1 1.82

School for Intermediate Vocational Education 100 661 5.6 91 6.0 0.94

School for Intermediate Vocational Education 50 451 3.8 40 2.6 1.45

Part-Time Vocational School and 

Apprenticeship—The Dual System
100 895 7.6 111 7.3 1.04

Part-Time Vocational School and 

Apprenticeship—The Dual System
50 1,215 10.3 143 9.4 1.10

Compulsory Secondary School 100 1,151 9.7 197 12.9 0.75

Compulsory Secondary School 50 1,440 12.2 193 12.6 0.96

Pre-Vocational School 100 622 5.3 76 5.0 1.06

Pre-Vocational School 50 444 3.8 69 4.5 0.83

Total 11,834 100.0 1,526 100.0

Gender 100: The proportion of women is greater than the average across the type of school; Gender 50: The proportion of women is less than or equal to the average across the type of school.
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studies “17. Shell Youth Study” (Shell Deutschland Holding, 2015) and 
“School for 10 to 14 year olds in Vorarlberg” (Böheim-Galehr and 
Engleitner, 2014). The item school satisfaction is a five-level Likert 
scale. The items school happiness and school stress are four-level 
ordinal scaled variables. For scaling, the five-level variable expressions 
from the item school satisfaction were scaled to a value range of 1–4 
(1 = 1; 2 = 1.75; 3 = 2.5; 4 = 3.25; 5 = 4). The school stress item was 
inverted so that a high score indicated the absence of school stress. The 
student well-being scale formed below from these three items has a 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.68 (see Table 3). This value is still within the 
acceptable range for social science data. On average, student well-
being has a score of 2.78 within the range of 1 (low) to 4 (high).

5.2.2 Independent variables
The independent variables capture different forms of participation: 

democratic school culture, pseudo-participation, active co-design, 
and co-determination possibilities in class.

5.2.2.1 Democratic school culture
Schools in Austria are required to convey basic democratic values 

to their students (BMBWF, 2015). These include, for example, the 
knowledge that all students have the same rights (guidance on general 
human rights) or that there can be different opinions on an issue. The 
amount to which students perceive that they are taught these values 
reflects the level of democracy in the school and demonstrates a 

democratic school culture. The scale of democratic school culture 
comprises seven items. The wording of the items begins with “My 
school is a place where…” and is followed by statements to 
be evaluated: 1. I learn that all students have the same rights, 2. I learn 
to justify my opinion to others, 3. I have a voice, 4. I learn that there 
can be different opinions on an issue, 5. I learn fairness and tolerance, 
6. different opinions are heard when making decisions together, and 
7. decisions that affect everyone are understandable (response options: 
completely agree, tend to agree, tend to disagree, and disagree; Source 
of items: Diedrich et  al., 2004; Abs et  al., 2007). The scale has a 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89 and a mean of 3.17 in the range of values 
from 1 (low) to 4 (high).

5.2.2.2 Pseudo-participation
A way of making decisions in schools is to ask students for their 

opinions in everyday school life, without taking them into account, or 
to let students vote on something without sufficient information. Hart 
(1992) speaks of pseudo-participation in this context. The pseudo-
participation scale consists of the following two items: 1. We have a 
voice but do not know exactly what about and 2. We are asked, but our 
opinion is not considered (response options: exactly agree, tend to 
agree, undecided, tend to disagree, and disagree; items formulated 
following Wetzelhütter and Bacher, 2015). For a scale consisting of two 
items, a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60 is assumed to be acceptable. On 
average, the surveyed students gave a value of 2.77 in a range from 1 

TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis: factor loadings.

Student well-being

How satisfied are you overall with your situation at school? 0.72

I actually like going to school. 0.69

How do you feel about your everyday school life? 0.53

Democratic school culture

I learn that all students have the same rights. 0.62

I learn to justify my opinion to others. 0.68

I have a voice. 0.70

I learn that there can be different opinions on an issue. 0.75

I learn fairness and tolerance. 0.78

Different opinions are heard when making decisions together. 0.81

Decisions that affect everyone are understandable. 0.79

Pseudo-participation

We have a voice, but do not know exactly what about. 0.67

We are asked, but our opinion is not taken into account. 0.64

Active co-design

We are well informed and have a vote. 0.74

We are well informed and actually have a voice. 0.84

We think about solutions and then vote on them. 0.88

We think about solutions and implement one of them. 0.86

Co-determination class

determination of homework 0.57

choice of teaching topics 0.62

choice of class trip destinations 0.78

project day or week 0.74

n = 1,526.
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(low) to 5 (high). Accordingly, a decisive part of the students 
experienced pseudo-participation.

5.2.2.3 Active co-design
When students are actually involved in school decision-making 

processes, for example, by being asked for their opinions and then 
feeling that their voices are heard, or when they develop solutions 
independently and can implement them, we speak of active co-design. 
The active co-design scale comprises the following four items: 1. 
we are well informed and have a vote, 2. we are well informed and 
actually have a voice, 3. we think about solutions and then vote on 
them, and 4. we think about solutions and implement one of them 
(response options: exactly agree, tend to agree, undecided, tend to 
disagree, and disagree). The items were formulated following 
Wetzelhütter and Bacher (2015). The scale has a reliability of 0.90 and 
a mean of 2.98 in a range of values from 1 (low) to 5 (high).

5.2.2.4 Co-determination class
The students were asked in which areas they co-determined at 

school and how often. The co-determination class scale represents 
areas of participation that relate directly and indirectly to the class. 
The questions used in this study are based on the co-determination 
areas of the Bertelsmann Study on the Participation of Children and 
Adolescents in Germany (Fatke and Schneider, 2008). Different areas 
of co-determination were included in the factor analysis, but they 
could not be divided into two scales, as in Fatke and Schneider (2008). 
Therefore, the present scale was formed with all four items. It has a 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.77 and consists of the following items: 
determination of homework, selection of lesson topics, selection of 
class trip objectives, and co-determination of project day or project 
week. This scale has a mean of 1.91 by a range of 1 (low) to 4 (high).

5.2.3 Control variables
Although sociodemographic variables are related to student well-

being, they often have a comparatively low effect (Alivernini et al., 
2019; Ott, 2020). Nevertheless, gender, family educational background, 
socioeconomic background, and primarily spoken language at home 
were included as controlled variables in the current analysis.

5.2.3.1 Gender
The gender of adolescents is dichotomized in the analysis, 

with 47.7 percent boys and 52.3 percent girls, as well as others 
(0.08 percent).

5.2.3.2 Socioeconomic background
The family affluence scale (FAS) of the Health Behaviour in 

School-aged-Children study (HBSC; Inchley et al., 2020) was used to 

determine the socioeconomic background (Meusburger and Rücker, 
2021). The level of family prosperity was determined by a sum score. 
This is based on six questions about the social and economic 
circumstances of young people. The scale has a range of 0–10 and a 
mean value of 7.71 (SD 1.63).

5.2.3.3 Educational background
Based on the International Standard Classification of Education 

(ISCED), the educational background of the students was determined 
by the highest formal educational attainment of their mothers or 
fathers (Statistik Austria, 2015). Following this classification, 13.8 
percent of adolescents have parents who did not complete 
compulsory education or whose educational background was not 
known to them (ISCED 0–1). Another 12.5 percent of adolescents 
have parents who have completed at most compulsory education 
(ISCED 2).1 Slightly more than one-third of the students reported 
that at least one parent has completed vocational training or a 
general secondary school (ISCED 3). Exactly, 17.6 percent of 
students report that at least one parent has completed a secondary 
vocational education program (ISCED 5), and 20.5 percent have at 
least one parent who has completed a tertiary education program 
(ISCED 6 or higher).2

5.2.3.4 Spoken language
The young people surveyed could specify which language they 

mainly speak at home. Exactly 70.3 percent of the young people speak 
primarily in an Austrian dialect or in standard German at home. 
Another 29.7 percent reported that they speak mainly another 
language or several other languages at home. In this analysis, the 
spoken language is recorded as being dichotomized as German/dialect 
or another language.

5.3 Statistical analysis

The analysis consists of two steps and is conducted in SPSS 29 
(IBM, 2023). The first step involves analyzing the correlations between 
the variables presented. As it can be assumed that students within a 

1 Based on the question in the questionnaire, the category of compulsory 

school-leaving qualifications also includes qualifications from polytechnic 

schools, although these are counted as Level 3 according to the ISCED 

classification.

2 ISCED 4 includes post-secondary, non-tertiary qualifications. These degrees 

were not surveyed in this study and are not reported below.

TABLE 3 Variables.

α r (i, t) M (SD) R k

Student well-being 0.68 0.43–0.53 2.78 (0.59) 1 low–4 high 3

Democratic school culture 0.89 0.59–0.74 3.17 (0.62) 1 low–4 high 7

Pseudo-participation 0.60 0.42 2.77 (0.96) 1 low–5 high 2

Active co-design 0.90 0.71–0.81 2.98 (1.01) 1 low–5 high 4

Co-determination class 0.77 0.52–0.63 1.91 (0.68) 1 low–4 high 4

n = 1,526; α = Cronbach’s alpha; r (i, t) = selectivity; M (SD) = mean (standard deviation); R = range scale; k = number of items.
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class are more similar to their attitudes than students between two 
classes (Hox et al., 2017), the correlation analysis is tested for possible 
cluster effects, and the SPSS module complex sample is applied to 
correct the standard error (see Bacher, 2009). The analysis plan 
includes one layer and 92 classes as cluster variables. Based on the 
population of 11,834 students, the cases were taken with equal 
probability without reclining. However, since the complex sample 
module does not include a separate tool for correlation analysis, all 
correlation coefficients and their significance were tested using a 
bivariate general model.

In the second step, we try to test the four hypotheses presented in 
advance. Because of the clustered data structure, we  estimate a 
multilevel model in which students are clustered within school 
classes. This analysis includes testing the empty model and the 
mixed model.

In the empty model, we first analyze the test of variance in student 
well-being and the explanation of its difference at the individual and 
class levels without predictors. This should clarify how much of the 
explained variance in student well-being is due to the differences 
between individual students or between the classes in which the 
students are surveyed.

The mixed models test the extent to which the predictors can 
statistically “explain” student well-being. Predictors are the 
independent variables presented above and the control variables. In 
addition, the interaction effects between the control variables and the 
independent variables were tested.3 Furthermore, the differences 
between the regression coefficients of the independent variables in 
the model were tested for significance using confidence intervals. 
Predictors can be at the individual level as well as at the class level. 
The assignment is theory-based. Gender, socioeconomic status, and 
educational background of a family, as well as the primary spoken 
language, are at the individual level. They are included here as control 
variables in the analysis. On the class level are the scales of democratic 
school culture, pseudo-participation, active co-design, and 
co-determination in class. This is because students in a class describe 
the same phenomenon and, therefore, are probably not independent 
in their assessment. In addition, the mixed models can clarify how 
much of the explained variance is due to the differences between 
students and between classes.

Although the effects on the individual and class levels are reported 
separately, the focus of this article is on the influence of predictors on 
student well-being. This multilevel analysis is conducted to account 
for the clustered sample. Multilevel analyses in SPSS only report 
non-standardized estimators; therefore, all variables are z-transformed 
in the model analyses. The B coefficient can therefore be interpreted 
as a standardized coefficient (beta), and the various effects can 
be compared.

When analyzing multilevel models, SPSS does not yield a 
corrected R2 to show the explained variance, as is usually the practice 
of linear regressions or general linear models. Therefore, the R2 for the 
increase in explanatory power for the individual and class levels is 
calculated on the basis of the explained and unexplained variance of 
the empty and mixed models.

3 The interaction effects are not illustrated in the tables.

6 Results

The results are presented in two steps, starting with an analysis of 
the relationship between the possibilities for participation and student 
well-being. In the second step, a multilevel analysis is conducted with 
the aim of identifying the impacts of participation opportunities on 
student well-being.

6.1 Descriptives and bivariate correlations

In the subsequent sections, a descriptive specification based on 
the mean values of the scales is provided. Furthermore, the interclass 
correlation (ICC) will be presented, and then the bivariate correlation 
of the variables will be described.

With a mean of 2.79 and a range of 1–4, the students report feeling 
well in their school (see Table 4). Thus, student well-being tends to 
be in the upper range. Accordingly, most students believe that their 
school is a place where they learn democratic values. The feeling of 
only having a say for appearance’s sake is also not uncommon at 
schools in Vorarlberg; almost half of the pupils report pseudo-
participation. Almost half of the adolescents state that they can 
actually voice their opinions actively in their schools (co-determination 
in class). Accordingly, the students indicate that on average, they rarely 
have a say in the class. Democratic school culture is thus much more 
widespread in schools than the active participation of pupils in 
decision-making.

Because the data are in a clustered form and the students in a class 
potentially observe a common phenomenon, the ICC for each scale is 
reported here. The scale of school well-being has an ICC of 0.059; 
thus, 5.9 percent of the variance explanation can be  attributed to 
differences between school classes. The school class seems to 
contribute a smaller proportion to the variance explanation. 4.2 
percent of the variance for democratic school culture is also attributed 
to differences between classes, and 6.0 percent of the variance of 
pseudo-participation is attributed to the difference between classes. 
Thus, the variance is explained by the difference between the students. 
For the active co-design scale, the ICC is 0.072, which means that 7.2 
percent of the variance explanation can be attributed to differences 
between school classes. For the co-determination class scale, the ICC 
(0.127) is the highest; here, 12.7 percent of the variance explanation is 
attributed to the difference between classes. For this scale, the response 
behavior of the students within a class seems to be similar. Considering 
the content-related construction of the scale, this is understandable: 
the students should evaluate areas in which they can co-determine 
within their classes.

Correlation analyses can be used to demonstrate how student 
well-being is related to various opportunities for participation in 
school. The analysis results indicate that student well-being is 
significantly related to all the participation items. Therefore, student 
well-being correlates with democratic school culture [r(1,526) = 0.35; 
p ≤ 0.001], co-determination in class [r(1,526) = 0.21; p ≤ 0.001], and 
also with active co-design [r(1,526) = 0.19; p ≤ 0.001]. Student well-
being is negatively related to the “pseudo-participation” scale 
[r(1,526) = −0.17; p ≤ 0.001]. Apparently, co-determination in class 
and active co-design are clearly positively related to student well-
being, while pseudo-participation is slightly negatively related. 
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Overall, it is evident that student well-being is related to existing 
opportunities for participation and the democratic school culture.

6.2 Multilevel analysis

How forms of participation and the democratic school culture 
contribute to explaining student well-being is examined below based 
on a multilevel analysis.

6.2.1 Empty model
In the first step, a model is calculated that examines the variance 

difference of the dependent variable student well-being at the 
individual and class levels (empty model; see Table 5). This model 
does not contain any predictors. The aim is to determine how 
student well-being can be explained by differences between school 
classes and how much it is based on individual differences 
between students.

The variance at the class level is statistically significant in the 
empty model.4 The calculation of the ICC results in a value of 0.059. 
Accordingly, 5.9 percent of the variance in student well-being can 
be related to the difference between the school classes. Consequently, 
94.1 percent of the variance can be statistically attributed to differences 
between students. Thus, the clustering of the data tends to be of minor 
importance for the analysis.

6.2.2 Mixed model
To test the four hypotheses, control variables and predictors were 

included in this mixed model. By introducing the predictors, the R2 is 
0.177. Thus, 17.7 percent of the variance in student well-being is 
explained by the mixed model. As in the previous model, the 
additional variance explanation is more strongly explained by class-
level predictors (individual level: R2 = 0.160; class level: R2 = 0.428).

6.2.2.1 Democratic school culture and student well-being
In this model, all predictors that represent participation in school 

and one control variable are significant. In particular, the democratic 
school climate correlates significantly with student well-being and is 
the strongest predictor in the model. If there is a democratic climate 
in the school (i.e., values such as fairness and tolerance are conveyed), 

4 The Wald Z-test is still significant for student well-being with a p = 0.002. 

Therefore, mixed models are calculated in the following, whereby this is done 

because of the data structure and less because of the interest in level effects.

the pupils also feel more comfortable there. Therefore, H1 “When 
students report a democratic school culture at their school, they tend 
to have higher student well-being.” can be accepted.

6.2.2.2 Shared decision-making process and student 
well-being

The two intensity forms of participation are also related to the 
well-being of students. If students experience pseudo-participation, 
their well-being decreases. Thus, this analysis shows that H2 “If 
students are only apparently included in decision-making, then this is 
negatively correlated with their student well-being.” can be assumed. 
If, on the other hand, they perceive that they are asked for their 
opinion and are allowed to participate actively, they have a higher level 
of student well-being. With a B of 0.10, active co-design correlates 
positively with student well-being. Accordingly, H3, namely that 
actively co-design decision-making processes are positively related to 
student well-being, can be confirmed.

6.2.2.3 Student co-determination in class and student 
well-being

To test H4 “When students have the opportunity to co-determine 
in class, they have higher student well-being.” the co-determination 
in class was included in the analysis. Consequently, if students can 
co-determine in different areas of the class, this is slightly but 
positively related to student well-being. Therefore, H4 can 
be accepted.

Likewise, the formal education of parents has a significant effect 
on student well-being. Students with parents who are closer to 
education consequently show higher scores in student well-being.

To test whether the B of predictors were statistically significantly 
different from each other, the overlap of their confidence intervals was 
tested. If the confidence intervals overlap less than 50 percent, it can 
be assumed that the Bs are significantly different from each other 
(Cumming and Fidler, 2009). This analysis shows that the B (0.27) of 
democratic school culture is significantly different from pseudo-
participation (B = −0.13), active co-design (B = 0.10), and 
co-determination class (B = 0.12). However, the regression coefficient 
of pseudo-participation is also significantly different from the active 
co-design and co-determination classes.

In addition, this model tested whether there were interaction 
effects between the control variables (gender, educational 
background, socioeconomic background, and language spoken) 
and the independent variables (democratic school culture, pseudo-
participation, active co-design, and co-determination class). The 
analysis shows that for the combination of control and independent 
variables, all effects except for the combination of democratic 

TABLE 4 Correlation between student well-being and independent variables.

M (SD) ICC 1 2 3 4 5

1 student well-being 2.78 (0.59) 0.059 -

2 democratic school culture 3.17 (0.62) 0.042 0.35*** -

3 pseudo-participation 2.77 (0.96) 0.060 −0.17*** −0.14*** -

4 active co-design 2.98 (1.01) 0.072 0.19*** 0.30*** 0.11*** -

5 co-determination class 1.91 (0.68) 0.127 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.09*** 0.32*** -

Pearson correlation; n = 1,526; M (SD) = mean (standard deviation); ICC = interclass correlation.
***p ≤ 0.001.
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school culture and educational background (B = 0.07) are 
not significant.

7 Discussion and conclusion

7.1 Discussion of the results in light of the 
hypotheses

To increase the well-being of students, it is essential to know 
which factors influence it. Our results show that participation 
opportunities are positively correlated with student well-being. Since 
participation encompasses a wide range of different actions, 
we  examine three different aspects of student participation—a 
democratic school culture, shared decision-making processes, and the 
co-determination of students in the classroom and in teaching—and 
its relationships to student well-being by using a multilevel analysis. 
Here, four hypotheses H1 (“When students report a democratic school 
culture at their school, they tend to have higher student well-being).”; 
H2 “If students are only apparently included in decision-making, then 
this is negatively correlated with their student well-being.”; H3 “When 
students are able to actively co-design decision-making processes, this 
is positively related to their student well-being.” and; H4 (“When 
students have the opportunity to co-determine in class, they have 
higher student well-being.”) were formulated whereby the relationship 
between different aspects of student participation and student well-
being was tested.

Having a democratic school culture has the strongest correlation 
with student well-being (H1). This means creating a school climate in 
which fairness and tolerance prevail; students feel that they are seen 
and heard, which contributes to their feelings of well-being at school. 

Our quantitative results thus confirm the results of other studies (de 
Róiste et al., 2012; González et al., 2021; Graham et al., 2022).

The active involvement of students in relevant decisions also 
considered well-being (H2 and H3). However, if students are only 
apparently involved, for example, if they are asked for their opinion 
but it is not considered, this is negatively related to their student well-
being. This finding is new, so confirmation from other studies is 
still lacking.

The findings, especially from qualitative studies (see Kostenius 
and Nyström, 2020; Quenzel and Ott, 2023), suggest that active 
co-design in the classroom and in teaching can also promote student 
well-being (H4). Hammerin et al. (2018) showed a positive relationship 
between active participation in teaching and a reduced stress 
experience among students. Smith et  al. (2010) indicated that 
experiencing autonomy in the classroom also leads to more positive 
attitudes toward school. Our results also point in this direction and 
show a positive correlation between student well-being and the 
opportunity for active co-design in the classroom and in teaching.

Thus, consistent with previous research (de Róiste et al., 2012; 
Anderson et al., 2022; Graham et al., 2022), our findings suggest that 
to promote student well-being, it is important to strengthen the 
democratic culture in schools, to involve students in as many 
decisions as possible, and to give them a real voice in the classroom. 
In this context, it is important to note that the three aspects of 
participation examined promote student well-being in their own 
right, with a democratic school culture having statistically the 
strongest effect. This article therefore points out that in order to gain 
a deeper understanding of the relationship between participation 
opportunities and student well-being, it would be important to take 
greater account of the various forms of co-determination practiced in 
schools in the analyses.

TABLE 5 Multilevel analysis of student well-being.

Empty model B (SE) Mixed model

B (SE) 95% CI

Constant −0.01 (0.04) −0.01 (0.03) [−0.06; 0.05]

Control variables (individual level)

Gender (male) −0.03 (0.03) [−0.08; 0.02]

Socio-economic background 0.01 (0.03) [−0.04; 0.06]

Educational background 0.09 (0.03)*** [0.04; 0.15]

Spoken language (other language) −0.06 (0.03)* [−0.10; 0.01]

Predictors (class level)

Democratic school culture 0.27 (0.03)*** [0.23; 0.32]

Pseudo-participation −0.13 (0.02)*** [−0.18; −0.08]

Active co-design 0.10 (0.03)*** [0.04; 0.15]

co-determination class 0.12 (0.03)*** [0.07; 0.17]

Variance components

ICC 0.059 0.041

−2LL 4,515.084–4,518.425 4,251.545–4,263.646

R2 0.177

R2 (individual level) 0.160

R2 (class level) 0.428

n = 1,526 (individual); n = 92 (classes); B = unstandardized coefficients; SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval; ICC = interclass correlation; −2LL = − 2 Log Likelihood; *p ≤ 0.05; 
**p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001; all variables are z-standardized.
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7.2 Limitations of the approach

The article presented is limited in several aspects. Models of 
student well-being are often based on 4–7 dimensions (Soutter et al., 
2014; OECD, 2017; Hascher et al., 2018). With the available data, only 
the dimension of positive attitudes toward school can be analyzed 
here. The article is also limited in its interpretation of causal 
relationships. Although predictors of student well-being can 
be investigated based on multilevel analyses, the direction of the effect 
cannot be  adequately substantiated with cross-sectional data. 
Therefore, in this article, we use empirical findings to establish the 
direction of the effect and to build and examine the explanatory model 
accordingly. In addition, the democratic school culture could be at the 
school level. Due to anonymity, no information on the school 
affiliation of the students is available in the data used. Accordingly, a 
democratic school culture cannot be modeled at the school level.

The article follows an exploratory design, uses secondary data, 
and aims to explain well-being through different forms of participation 
in school life. The effects of participation on well-being can 
be determined by a regression analysis (Gäde and Schermelleh-Engel, 
2023), as we have done in this article. If the goal were to test a complex 
theoretical model, a structural equation model would be the method 
of choice. However, we  refrained from doing so because there is 
currently only circumstantial evidence for a model relationship, but 
so far no established theory that would explain school well-being 
through participation in school life. This article therefore makes a first 
contribution to theory development: it becomes clear that each 
individual area of participation in school life contributes separately to 
explaining student well-being. It also becomes clear that well-being 
potentially increases when there is a broad range of forms of 
participation in school.

For further research, we recommend including different domains 
of school participation as well as other apparent factors (Kline, 2010) 
that influence school well-being, such as classroom climate or teacher 
behaviour (Løhre et al., 2010; Aldridge and McChesney, 2018; Vockert 
et  al., 2018), and testing this theoretical model with a structural 
equation model. We also assume that by accounting for measurement 
error in structural equation models (Kühnel, 2001; Hayduk et al., 
2007; Gäde and Schermelleh-Engel, 2023), the relationships between 
participation in school life and school well-being would become even 
more salient.

7.3 Conclusion

What do these findings mean for school practice? Students who 
have a voice in their schools feel more comfortable. Participation 
should therefore be encouraged wherever possible. However, students 
are obviously sensitive to whether they are really participating or 
whether this is pseudo-participation. Therefore, if participation is to 
be implemented, all those involved must be aware that it requires the 
consistent active involvement of young people to achieve positive 
effects. However, the organizational structure at Austrian schools is a 
thoroughly hierarchical one. If the aim is to transform and develop 
teaching and school into a living space in which democratic values are 
conveyed and students can actively participate, the existing school 
culture must change. This is particularly important, as a high 
democratic school culture is clearly linked to student well-being. Here, 

further research projects are necessary to determine a more detailed 
understanding of successful participation processes on which practice-
relevant and successful participation models for school and classroom 
development can be built.
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