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Quality of schooling and political
trust among students
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Political trust is a fundamental component of democratic stability, yet its relationship
with the quality of schooling remains underexplored. This study examines how both
student-level perceptions of schooling—measured through distributive justice,
procedural fairness, and functional effectiveness—and national-level investment
in education influence political trust across 22 European countries. Using data
from Round 2 of the European Social Survey (2004) and national-level education
expenditure from the World Bank (2004-2006), this study employs multilevel
modeling to assess the impact of quality of schooling on political trust. The results
reveal that students’ perceptions of distributive justice, procedural fairness and
functional effectiveness significantly impact political trust, alongside national-level
spending in education. These findings highlight the role of education in shaping
political attitudes and suggest that government commitment to educational quality
can enhance trust in political institutions. The study offers important implications
for policymakers, particularly in the context of ongoing debates on education
privatization and public investment in schooling.

KEYWORDS

political trust, quality of schooling, micro-performance, macro-performance,
multilevel analysis

Introduction

Prior research on education and trust has identified two significant patterns. The first,
widely substantiated, concerns the role of education in democratization, encompassing
democratic consolidation, democratic legitimacy, and political trust. From this perspective, the
duration or quantity of education an individual receives plays a crucial role in fostering political
trust over time and across different societies (Koltczynska, 2020; van Elsas, 2015). Education
and political trust are closely linked, as individuals with higher levels of education are more
likely to trust political institutions due to their enhanced cognitive abilities in understanding
democratic processes (Hakhverdian and Mayne, 2012; Monsivdis-Carrillo and Cantii Ramos,
2022; van Elsas, 2015). The second perspective examines how students assess the quality of
education through their daily interactions with educational institutions and authorities.
Extensive evidence indicates that civic education strengthens political efficacy (Levy, 2013;
Maurissen, 2020), increases political participation (Henn et al., 2002; Hooghe and Dassonneville,
2013), and enhances political trust among students (Kiess, 2022; Torney-Purta et al., 2004).

At the same time, schools function as essential sources of firsthand information about
politics and society, introducing students to bureaucratic processes and public authorities—
most notably, teachers—and facilitating interactions with what are commonly referred to as
“street-level bureaucracies” (Claes et al., 2012; Lipsky, 1980). Furthermore, classrooms serve
as unique arenas of justice, where teachers and students assume the roles of allocators and
recipients of rewards and sanctions, evaluating one another based on their respective
performances (Resh and Sabbagh, 2014). As spaces where educational services are directly
experienced, schools provide students with the opportunity to establish a rational connection
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between the quality of these publicly funded services and the broader
political system.

Research on political attitudes has examined the micro- and
macro-level factors influencing political trust through distinct
approaches. At the micro-level, extensive studies indicate that negative
classroom experiences not only result in adverse student outcomes,
such as absenteeism and aggression (Chory-Assad and Paulsel, 2004a;
Horan et al., 2010), but also have a detrimental impact on political
attitudes, including political trust (Abdelzadeh et al., 2015; Brezicha
and Leroux, 2023; Ziemes et al., 2020). However, the majority of these
student-level studies focus on single cases, with only a limited number
offering comparative analyses, particularly among Nordic countries
(Brezicha and Leroux, 2023).

At the macro level, research links a regime’s overall performance in
delivering institutional outputs—such as fostering economic growth,
reducing unemployment, and strengthening social protection—to levels
of political trust (Mishler and Rose, 2005; van der Meer and
Hakhverdian, 2017). While studies on young people have explored the
impact of various macro-level factors on civic knowledge (Lin, 2014;
Torney-Purta et al., 2004) and political participation (Hooghe and
Dassonneville, 2013), there is limited empirical evidence on how these
contextual factors shape students’ political trust in comparative context.
The current study thus seeks to fill this gap in literature through asking
the question: How does the quality of education at both the student and
national levels influence political trust in Europe?

This study contributes to the literature on political trust through
a multilevel analysis of data from Round 2 of the European Social
Survey and World Bank data on GDP allocation to education for the
same period. First, it expands the analysis beyond a narrow focus on
fairness in performance or quality by incorporating distributive
justice, procedural fairness, and functional effectiveness as key
dimensions. Second, it demonstrates that students consider both
procedural fairness and functional effectiveness when forming
political trust. Third, amid ongoing reforms advocating for the
privatization of public services, including education, this study
highlights the significance of budgetary allocation for education at the
country level as a potential macro-level determinant of political trust
in Europe.

The next section examines the theoretical relationship between
schooling quality and political trust. The third section describes the
data and analytical approach, followed by the presentation of the main
findings in the fourth section. The paper concludes with a summary
and discussion of the key findings in the final section.

Theory and hypotheses

Political trust is commonly defined based on Easton’s concepts
of diffuse and specific support (Easton, 1975). Diffuse support
reflects citizens recognition and respect for core political institutions,
independent of their performance, and is expressed through trust
and legitimacy. In contrast, specific support refers to citizens’
evaluations of authorities and governmental bodies based on their
daily performance, conveyed through satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Political trust differs from political legitimacy in that it represents a
summary judgment that the political system—or its components—
will continue to produce favorable policy outcomes without
requiring constant scrutiny (Easton, 1975; Hetherington, 2007;
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Miller and Listhaug, 1990). It encompasses both cognitive and
emotional attitudes, incorporating citizens’ knowledge, expectations,
perceptions of risk, and interests related to political institutions.
Political legitimacy, by contrast, pertains to citizens belief that
existing political institutions are appropriate for society and that
their authority should be respected and followed (Levi and Stoker,
2000; Lipset, 1960). Simply put, legitimacy relates to future
behavioral orientations, whereas trust is tied to present
affective orientations.

Micro-performance and political trust

Performance theory posits that citizens’ evaluations of public
services (micro-performance) and the overall effectiveness of
institutions (macro-performance) are key determinants of political
trust (Mishler and Rose, 2001; Norris, 2011; van der Meer and
2017).
assessments of various aspects of working of public authorities,

Hakhverdian, Micro-performance refers to citizens
including distributive justice, procedural fairness, and functional
effectiveness (Jost and Kay, 2010; Lind and Tyler, 1988; McFarlin and
Sweeney, 1992; Rothstein and Teorell, 2008; Tyler, 2000; Van Ryzin,
2011). Distributive justice pertains to the fair and impartial allocation
of outcomes based on principles of equity, equality, or need, with the
objective of fostering productivity, social harmony, and overall social
welfare (Lind and Tyler, 1988).

Procedural fairness refers to the application of decision-making
criteria in a manner that upholds fundamental rights and human
dignity (Jost and Kay, 2010). It encompasses key elements such as
representation or voice, accuracy, consistency, correctability, and
neutrality or the absence of bias (Lind and Tyler, 1988). Functional
effectiveness, in contrast, refers to the actual outcomes achieved, such
as a reduction in crime rates or high academic performance in schools.
Research in the field of policing and child protection systems has
examined how these three dimensions of performance—distributive
justice, procedural fairness, and functional effectiveness—shape
institutional trust and legitimacy (Hassan, 2024; Lind and Tyler, 1988;
Sunshine and Tyler, 2003). These performance assessments also
extend to political trust (Marien and Werner, 2019). Yet, it remains
relatively uncommon to explore how these three measures of
performance collectively influence political trust among students
(Abdelzadeh et al., 2015).

The first three hypotheses (H1-H3) are grounded in the micro-
performance literature, which highlights the links between citizens’
perceptions of public services and regulatory institutions—such as the
police, courts, and child protection systems—and students’
assessments of teaching quality in schools with political trust
(Abdelzadeh et al., 2015; Bouckaert and Van de Walle, 2003; Hassan,
2024; Marien and Werner, 2019; Van Ryzin, 2011). When citizens
perceive public authorities as impartial, fair, and effective in delivering
expected outcomes, they are more likely to trust political institutions.
Similarly, students who have positive experiences with school
authorities tend to exhibit greater political trust. Moreover, fostering
interactions between teachers and students not only strengthens
political trust but also contributes to the development of social capital,
which is essential for sustaining democratic regimes. These
interactions, along with social learning experiences such as
discussions, debates, and negotiations, play a crucial role in cultivating
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the social capital necessary for the success of democratic systems
(Claes and Hooghe, 2017).

The classroom justice literature suggests that students respond
rationally to their interactions with teachers, who serve as primary
authority figures in the classroom. Positive interactions, such as
seeking guidance and skill development, contribute to improved
student outcomes (Chory-Assad and Paulsel, 2004a, 2004b; Horan
et al., 2010; Kaufmann and Tatum, 2018; Tripp et al., 2019).
Conversely, negative experiences, including victimization and
discrimination, diminish students’ interest in politics (Ziemes et al.,
2020). This body of research conceptualizes teaching quality through
dimensions such as nondiscrimination, equality, equity, justice, fair
assessment, and ethical teaching practices, which together fall under
the broader categories of distributive, procedural, and instructional
justice (Berti et al., 2010; Chory-Assad and Paulsel, 2004a, 2004b;
Horan et al., 2010; Rasooli et al., 2019; Resh and Sabbagh, 2014).

In the existing literature, distributive justice refers to students’
perceptions of the fair allocation of outcomes, including grades,
opportunities for grade improvement, teacher attention, and other
rewards and consequences. Procedural justice concerns the application
of appropriate procedures in the distribution of these grades. While
teacher effectiveness, which reflects students’ perceptions of how well
teachers impart essential knowledge, skills, and abilities, receives
comparatively less attention in the classroom justice literature, it
remains a crucial component of the micro-performance perspective
(Bouckaert and Van de Walle, 2003; Van de Walle and Bouckaert,
2003). Applying this perspective to educational services suggests that
students (1) distinguish between politics and educational services, (2)
possess better information and knowledge about these services, (3)
evaluate them based on teachers’ performance, and (4) establish a
causal link between service performance and trust in
political institutions.

Assessing the effectiveness of teachers and schools is more
complex than evaluating resource distribution and procedural
fairness. Effective schooling entails preparing students for the evolving
demands of the labor market while equipping them with essential
skills for tasks such as problem-solving, optimization, ensuring equal
opportunities, and fostering socialization (Labaree, 1997; van de
Werfhorst, 2014). However, determining whether teachers effectively
fulfill these roles remains challenging due to shifting labor market
requirements and changing societal values (van de Werfhorst, 2014).
Despite these measurement difficulties, evaluating school effectiveness
remains essential and can be achieved through a holistic approach to
student development, including providing clear explanations,
fostering critical thinking, and offering student support (Chory, 2007;
Chory-Assad and Paulsel, 2004a; Galbraith et al., 2012).

Building on the micro-performance literature, it is expected that
the quality of interactions between students and teachers will shape
students’ perceptions of distributive justice, procedural fairness, and
functional effectiveness, which in turn will influence their political
trust. Consequently, higher-quality individual-level education is
anticipated to enhance political trust. Specifically:

HI: Students' perceptions of distributive injustice by teachers will
be negatively associated with their level of political trust.

H2: Students' perceptions of procedural fairness demonstrated by
their teachers will be positively associated with their political trust.
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H3: Students' perceptions of their teachers' effectiveness will
be positively correlated with their political trust.

Macro-performance and political trust

Researchers generally concur that political trust depends on a
country’s overall performance in ensuring good governance and
addressing societal challenges. Citizens political trust is shaped by
their assessments of government performance relative to their
expectations. Rational citizens are more likely to trust a regime that
consistently upholds good governance through transparency,
accountability, adherence to the rule of law, economic growth,
employment, and the reduction of corruption and crime. Extensive
research has explored the effects of governance, corruption, poverty,
economic growth, inflation, and unemployment on political trust
(Kroknes et al., 2015; Norris, 2011; Obydenkova and Arpino, 2018;
van der Meer, 2010; van der Meer and Hakhverdian, 2017; Van Erkel
and Van Der Meer, 2016; Zmerli and Castillo, 2015). Accordingly, this
study posits:

H4: The state's capacity to efficiently provide educational services
will be positively associated with students' levels of political trust.

Data and analysis

This study utilizes multilevel data constructed from Round 2
of the European Social Survey (ESS2)' and World Bank data® to
examine the relationship between student’s perceptions of quality
of schooling and political trust. ESS2 surveyed individuals aged
15 and above in 25 countries between September 2004 and July
2006. Data on student-level political trust and various control
variables were obtained from the core module, while quality of
schooling variables were extracted from the rotating module titled
Family, Work and Wellbeing. Students were the primary
respondents providing information about the quality of education
in their institutions. It is important to note that the family work
module was not rotated in France, and measures of distributive
justice contained 96% missing values in Slovenia. Additionally, the
World Bank data did not include information on the percentage
of GDP allocated to education for Turkey, a country-level measure
of schooling quality. The student-level dataset comprised 3,743
observations, supplemented by 22 country-level observations on
quality of schooling—measured as the percentage of GDP
allocated to education—resulting in a final dataset suitable for
multilevel analysis. The countries included in the analysis are
Austria, Belgium, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany,
Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,
UK, and Ukraine.

1 https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/
2 https://data.worldbank.org
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Political trust

Political trust, the dependent variable, was measured using the
ESS2 question asking respondents: “Please tell me, on a scale of
0-10, how much you personally trust each of the institutions
I read out. Zero means you do not trust an institution at all, and
10 means you have complete trust” The listed institutions
included the country’s parliament (trstprl), political parties
(trstprt), politicians (trstplt), the police (trstplc), and the legal
system (trstlgl). Trust in these five institutions was aggregated into
an average index of political trust across the 22 countries, with
Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.77 in the Netherlands to 0.91 in
the Czech Republic. This measurement aligns with previous
research (Hakhverdian and Mayne, 2012; Hooghe et al., 2017). See
Appendix A for a detailed reliability analysis of political trust and
its associated variables.

Quality of schooling

The concept of quality is often used interchangeably with terms
such as efficiency, effectiveness, and the impartial implementation of
laws (Rothstein and Teorell, 2008; UNICEFE, 2000), making it
particularly challenging to operationalize the quality of schooling.
Nonetheless, this study follows established literature on the subjective
and objective quality of democracy (Fuchs and Roller, 2018) to
develop measures of subjective and objective schooling quality, the
two independent variables.

Building on previous research on public services (Hassan, 2024;
Hugq et al, 2017; Sunshine and Tyler, 2003; Van Ryzin, 2011),
subjective schooling quality is assessed through students’ perceptions
and experiences of three dimensions of the school environment and
processes: distributive justice, procedural fairness, and functional
effectiveness. These variables were operationalized using four out of
13 items from the Family, Work and Wellbeing module. While
additional factors, such as student interactions with peers, workload,
and the quality of the physical environment, could provide further
insights, they were excluded from the analysis. This exclusion was
inevitable due to the need for a different theoretical framework and
the potential challenges in analysis and comparability resulting from
variations in educational systems. The four retained items align with
those previously used in the literature on quality of education (Chory-
Assad and Paulsel, 2004b; Hooghe et al, 2015; Smith and
Gorard, 2006).

Distributive justice refers to the fair and impartial allocation of
educational resources and outcomes—for instance, grades—based
on merit, irrespective of students’ gender, socioeconomic status,
ethnicity, or religion. While scholars often employ multi-item
indices to measure distributive justice (Chory-Assad and Paulsel,
2004b; Fields et al., 2000; Wolfe et al., 2016), this study utilizes a
single-item proxy: “Would you describe yourself as being a
member of a group that is discriminated against in this country
(dscrgrp)?” Responses were coded as 1 (yes) and 2 (no). This
measure is comparable to existing indicators of distributive justice
used in studies on attitudes toward legal authorities (Sunshine and
Tyler, 2003; Tyler and Huo, 2002). Given that students spend a
significant portion of their time in educational institutions, their
responses are likely to reflect their school experiences, making this
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measure a meaningful proxy for assessing the administration of
justice within educational settings.

Procedural justice was assessed using the statement: “There
are teachers who treat me badly or unfairly (tchtruf).” Responses
were recorded on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly
disagree), with higher scores indicating greater procedural
fairness in teachers’ behavior. Functional effectiveness was
measured using global indicators that encompassed overall
teacher evaluation and instructional justice, including aspects
such as providing clear explanations, fostering critical thinking,
and supporting students (Chory, 2007; Chory-Assad and Paulsel,
2004a; Galbraith et al., 2012). Although the Family, Work, and
Wellbeing module did not contain comprehensive global measures
of teacher effectiveness, this study relied on three items assessing
the instructional dimension. The first two items asked respondents
to rate, on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly
disagree), the extent to which: “Teachers are interested in the
students (tchints),” and “When I criticize something, my teachers
listen to what I have to say (tchlcrt)” The third item measured
perceived teacher support: “Do you feel you get the help you need
from the teachers about your course(s) (tchlp)?” Responses were
recorded on a 4-point scale (1 = always, 2 = often, 3 = not very
often, 4 = never). After reverse coding these items, a reliability
analysis was conducted, demonstrating that they reliably measured
the underlying construct in most countries, with some exceptions
(e.g., Hungary: alpha = 0.45; see Appendix A). As a result, these
items were aggregated into an average index ranging from 1 (least
effective) to 5 (most effective).

The subjective quality of schooling, as reflected in students’
perceptions and experiences, can provide valuable comparative
insights when complemented by objective measures. However,
identifying valid and reliable indicators of objective schooling
quality presents a significant challenge. Objective quality can
be assessed through inputs such as facilities, teaching materials,
and the presence of qualified teachers (Grisay and Mahlck, 1991).
Nevertheless, measuring these factors accurately is complex. For
instance, one school may employ a larger number of highly
qualified teachers than another, yet those teachers may be less
motivated. Similarly, a school with fewer facilities may utilize
them more efficiently than one with greater resources (Carron and
Chau, 1981).

Given that institutional quality can be evaluated through
indicators such as the successful provision of essential public
goods and effective spending (La Porta et al., 1999, p. 223), this
study used the World BanKk’s data to measure country-level quality
of schooling using the percentage of national gross domestic
product (GDP) allocated to education. To reduce the impact of
short-term fluctuations, an average for the years 2004, 2005, and
2006 was calculated. The lack of available data presents challenges
in selecting appropriate direct measures of the quality of schooling
at the national level, such as student-teacher ratios, the quality of
teaching content, infrastructure, and facilities. While this measure
does not precisely capture educational quality, it serves as a useful
proxy for illustrating government commitment to investing in
teachers, students, and educational infrastructure. Additionally, it
provides a basis for comparing the prioritization of education
relative to national economic capacity, facilitating cross-country
analyses for researchers and policymakers.
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Control variables

The analysis incorporated several student-level and country-level
control variables (Goubin and Hooghe, 2020; van der Meer, 2010;
Zmerli and Newton, 2008). Student-level controls included gender,
age, study level, citizenship, satisfaction with the economy, political
interest, and left-right political orientation. Additionally, social capital
was included as a student-level control variable, measured as an
average index of interpersonal trust, helpfulness, and fairness. At the
country level, a history of communism was included as a control
variable. For details on the construction and descriptive statistics of
these variables (see Appendices A-D).

Analytical approach

The analysis begins with a descriptive overview, offering a
comprehensive examination of the distribution of political trust
and its associated factors. This is followed by a summary of
correlation statistics. The study then applies multilevel analysis, a

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1389088

widely used method for hierarchical data in which individual-level
observations are nested within country-level data (Snijders and
Bosker, 1999).

Findings
Cross-national differences in political trust

Figure 1 displays the mean political trust among students
across 22 European countries, with confidence intervals (95%
CI) to illustrate variability (see Appendix B). The results show
notable differences in political trust between countries, with
Denmark reporting the highest mean (6.47) and Poland the
lowest (3.19). The vertical red line represents the overall mean
across all countries (4.99), dividing countries with above- and
below-average levels of political trust. Countries such as Finland,
Switzerland, and Iceland exhibit high trust levels, while Portugal,
Ukraine, and Slovakia fall on the lower end. The confidence
intervals highlight the degree of variation within each country,

Denmark 1
Finland +
Switzerland +
Iceland +
Luxembourg +
Netherlands +
Norway +
Sweden +
Belgium +
Ireland 1

UK +
Germany +
Estonia 1
Greece +
Spain +
Austria 1
Hungary +
Czechia 1
Slovakia t -
Ukraine t
Portugal +
Poland +

319
——

| |
3.0 3.5

|
4.0

FIGURE 1
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95% CI
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|
|
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|
|

| | |
5.0 55 6.0 6.5 7.0

No trust (0) < Political Trust > (10) Complete trust

Mean political trust, by country. Data from ESS2 (2004). Vertical line shows the overall mean across all countries (4.99). See Appendix B for details.
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indicating that political trust is not uniformly distributed
among students.

Appendix B provides an overview of the distribution of predictors
and control variables at both the student and country levels. Among
students, British respondents reported the highest percentage of
(15.9%),
distributive justice, while Czech students reported the lowest (1.4%).

perceived discrimination by teachers representing
In terms of procedural justice, Danish students had the highest
perception (4.04), whereas Hungarian students had the lowest (3.03).
Regarding functional effectiveness, Icelandic schools were rated as the
most effective by students (3.95), while Slovakian schools were
perceived as the least effective (3.14). Additionally, government
spending on education—a proxy for country-level quality schooling—
varied significantly, with Denmark allocating the highest percentage
of GDP to education (8.01%) and Greece the lowest (3.76%). All
continuous variables were centered at the country level for student-
level analysis and at EU mean for country-level analysis to facilitate
interpretation and comparison. Finally, correlation analysis in
Appendix E indicates that distributive justice (b = 0.06, p < 0.001),
procedural fairness (b = 0.09, p < 0.001), and functional effectiveness
(b=0.14, p < 0.001) at the school level, along with percentage of GDP
to education were significantly associated with political trust (b = 0.21,
p<0.001).

Effects of quality of schooling on political
trust

The Null Model in Table 1 presents the results of the intercept-
only model, which estimates country-level variance using ANOVA
statistics and calculates the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC).
The ANOVA results indicate that political trust has a mean of 5.02 and
a standard deviation of 0.19. The intercepts, representing the grand
means of political trust, show significant variation across countries.
The ICC reveals that 22% of the total variation in political trust is
attributable to country-level differences. This variance decreases by 4
percentage points after including variables related to the quality of
schooling (Model 1) and by another 5 percentage points when
additional control variables are included (Model 2). The —2
log-likelihood statistics indicate that the nested models are statistically
significant compared to their non-nested counterparts. Notably, one
additional degree of freedom corresponds to a chi-square distribution
of 6.64 at a significance level of 0.01. These findings confirm the
suitability of multilevel modeling for this analysis.

Table 1 presents the results of two multilevel models. Model 1
includes only the predictor variables, while Model 2 incorporates
additional controls for a more comprehensive analysis. The findings
indicate that both subjective and objective measures of the quality of
schooling significantly predict students’ political trust in European
countries. These effects remain statistically significant across varying
model specifications, suggesting that political trust among students is
determined by both subjective perceptions and objective indicators of
quality of schooling. The estimates discussed below are derived from
the fuller model.

In Model 2, several key findings emerge. Students who perceive no
discrimination in their schools, representing distributive justice, are 0.37
(p £0.01) times more likely to trust political institutions than those who
experience discrimination. A one standard deviation increase in the
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TABLE 1 Effects of quality of schooling (QS) on political trust in Europe.

Model 1

4.42 (0.20)%%*

Model 2

4.65 (0.21)%***

Null model

Fixed effects

Intercept 5.02 (0.19)%%:*

QS: student-level

Distributive justice (ref. Yes)

No 0.63 (0.12)%** 0.37 (0.11)%*

Procedural fairness 0.10 (0.03)%* 0.07 (0.03)**

Functional 0.38 (0.05) %3
0.23 (0.05)#:k*

effectiveness

QS: Country-Level

Educational GDP
(%)

0.44 (0.16)**
0.31 (0.12)%*

Student-level controls

Gender (ref. Male)

Female 0.00 (0.05)
Age —0.01 (0.00)F
Study level (ref. Lower secondary)

Upper secondary —0.03 (0.08)

Post-secondary —0.30 (0.12)*

Tertiary —0.09 (0.09)
Citizen (ref. Yes)

No 0.30 (0.12)*

Satisfaction with
0.26 (0.01)%*
economy

Interest in politics (ref. Not at all interested)

Hardly interested 0.24 (0.07)**

Quite interested 0.47 (0.08)#:*

Very interested 0.59 (0.12)%**

Left—right orientations (ref. Missing)

Left —0.05 (0.09)
Center 0.08 (0.07)
Right 0.31 (0.09)**

Social capital 0.25 (0.02)%:%*

Country-level control

Communist past (ref. No)

Yes —1.14 (0.28)*#*

Variance components

Individual-level 2.86 (0.07) 2.73 (0.06) 2.10 (0.05)
variance

Country-level 0.82 (0.25) 0.60 (0.19) 0.32 (0.10)
variance

1cc 0.22 0.18 0.13
—2 Log-Likelihood 841.01 701.00 454.06
N: Individuals 3,703 3,652 3,347
N: Countries 22 22 22

Student- and country-level data are, respectively, from ESS2 (2004) and the World Bank
(https://data.worldbank.org), and communist past is the author constructed variable. Entries
are maximum likelihood estimates with standard errors in parenthesis. 'p < 0.10; *p < 0.05;
#p < 0.01; #¥¥p < 0.001.
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perception of procedural fairness in teachers is associated with a 0.07
(p <0.01) unit increase in students’ political trust. Similarly, students’
political trust increases by 0.23 (p < 0.001) points for each standard
deviation increase in teachers’ perceived functional effectiveness. At the
country level, a one standard deviation increase in the objective quality
of schooling, measured by GDP (%) expenditure on education,
corresponds toa 0.31 (p < 0.01) unit rise in political trust. These results
suggest that while students” perceptions and experiences of schooling
significantly influence political trust, investment in education plays an
even greater role. Overall, the findings strongly support the hypotheses
that political trust is shaped by distributive justice (H1), procedural
fairness (H2), and functional effectiveness (H3) at the student level, as
well as by country-level investment in education (H4).

Model 2 also
demographic and control variables. The key findings are as follows:

incorporates student- and country-level
gender does not show a significant association with political trust. Age
and post-secondary student status are negatively associated with
political trust, while non-citizen status, satisfaction with the economy;,
and social capital are positively associated with political trust. Interest
in politics is also positively correlated with political trust, with those
who are very interested in politics exhibiting higher levels of trust
compared to those who are only somewhat or hardly interested.
Additionally, students identified as center on the left-right political
spectrum are more likely to trust political institutions than those who
identify as left (insignificant) or right. At the country level, students in
post-communist states are less likely to express political trust
compared to those in non-communist societies.

Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the relationship between the quality
of schooling and political trust from both micro and macro
perspectives. It drew on micro-performance and classroom justice
literature to theoretically establish the connections between students’
perceptions of distributive justice, procedural fairness, and functional
effectiveness—three student-level dimensions of the subjective quality
of schooling—and political trust (H1-H3). Additionally, based on
macro-performance literature, the study posited that the objective
quality of schooling is positively associated with political trust (H4).
These hypotheses were tested using multilevel analysis of data from
Round 2 of the European Social Survey (ESS2), which assessed
students’ subjective perceptions of schooling quality, alongside the
percentage of GDP spent on education as a proxy for the objective
quality of schooling.

The findings of this study strongly support the notion that the
quality of schooling is a significant determinant of students’ levels of
political trust in Europe. More precisely, the analysis revealed that
students’ perceptions of distributive justice and procedural fairness
positively influenced their political trust (H1-H2). These results align
with prior research on the emotional and behavioral consequences of
classroom injustice, including feelings of anger and hostility toward
instructors, engagement in deceptive or vengeful behaviors, academic
disengagement, and accusations against teachers (Chory-Assad and
Paulsel, 2004a, 2004b; Horan et al., 2010; Kaufmann and Tatum, 2018;
Tripp et al., 2019).

Furthermore, as expected, students’ perceptions of teachers’
functional effectiveness were positively associated with political trust
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(H3). This indicates that political trust increases when students
perceive that teachers care about them, provide assistance, and are
receptive to criticism. This finding aligns with prior research
highlighting the positive impact of an open classroom climate on
political trust (Claes et al., 2012). Finally, the results indicate that
higher educational spending as a percentage of GDP—a country-
level measure of quality of schooling—has a direct and positive
impact on political trust. This finding supports the fourth hypothesis
(H4) and is consistent with existing macro-performance literature,
which examines the influence of various institutional factors, such
as macroeconomic performance, the rule of law, and corruption, on
political trust (Khan, 2016; Mishler and Rose, 2001; Norris, 2011;
van der Meer and Hakhverdian, 2017).

These findings underscore the relevance of both micro- and
macro-performance theories (Bouckaert and Van de Walle, 2003;
Mishler and Rose, 2001; Norris, 2011; Van de Walle and
Bouckaert, 2003). When applied to the assessment of schools,
these theories suggest that students can differentiate between
educational services and political affairs and, in a rational
manner, hold political institutions accountable for the quality of
teaching services they receive and experience in their educational
institutions. In other words, students favor an egalitarian
educational system that benefits all learners equally; they expect
teachers to equip them with the essential skills needed for
personal and professional success, which, in turn, contributes to
their political trust (Smith and Gorard, 2006). Enhancing the
quality of education is a critical objective, and this study
highlights the need to prioritize it within government human
development strategies. The findings suggest that improving
education quality can act as a catalyst for strengthening political
trust among students, aligning with the principles of emerging
performance theories.

This study is not without limitations. Previous research in
organizational justice (Beugre and Baron, 2001; Siu et al., 2013),
policing (Sunshine and Tyler, 2003), and classroom justice has
developed well-established, multidimensional operational
definitions that distinguish between distributive justice and
procedural fairness (Chory-Assad and Paulsel, 2004b). These
frameworks highlight the importance of employing multi-item
scales to enhance construct validity and reliability. However, this
study relied on single-item proxy measures for distributive justice
(perceived discrimination) and procedural fairness (perceived
good or bad treatment by teachers), diverging from the
comprehensive measurement approaches commonly used in prior
research. This reliance on single-item measures was unavoidable,
as ESS2 did not provide additional question batteries necessary to
construct multidimensional measures of distributive justice and
procedural fairness.

An additional limitation concerns the identification of alternative
or direct country-level measures of schooling quality, which
constrained the use of percentage GDP spent on education as a proxy
for country-level schooling quality. While the inclusion of both
subjective and objective measures of schooling quality provides
valuable insights, it also entails certain trade-offs. At the subjective
level, these measures may not fully capture the complexity and
multidimensional nature of the underlying concepts, potentially
leading to measurement errors by reflecting generalized perceptions of
distributive justice and procedural fairness rather than concrete and
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complex experiences with educational authorities. Similarly, the
percentage of GDP spent on education may not accurately represent
schooling quality, as factors such as resource allocation efficiency,
teacher effectiveness, and curriculum rigor also contribute to
educational outcomes. Moreover, this study relied on a relatively small
sample of 3,743 observations from 22 countries, which may have
affected the precision of parameter estimates. Taken together, these
limitations suggest that caution is warranted when generalizing the
findings to broader populations or drawing comparative insights.

Future research in this area should aim to address the
limitations identified in this study. Specifically, researchers should
develop more comprehensive measures to assess students’
perceptions of distributive justice and procedural fairness. In
examining functional effectiveness, employing more direct
questions that explicitly evaluate whether courses and teachers
equip students with the necessary skills and knowledge for future
roles would enhance measurement accuracy. Furthermore,
collecting data from larger, more representative student samples
could provide deeper insights into the relationship between
schooling quality and political trust. Lastly, as this study focused
on schools in Europe, future research should validate these
findings in comparative and cross-cultural contexts to better
understand how schooling quality influences political trust across
different educational and political systems.
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