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Abstract 
In this article, we integrate two distinct bodies of research to explore how teacher care and sup-
port impact student outcomes: research on relational culture in classrooms from educational 
scholars and, for the first time, research on positive organizational scholarship. We begin by deli-
neating the essential elements of care and support. We then examine findings on the impact of 
care and support on initial (e.g., affiliation) and intermediate (e.g., engagement) mediating va-
riables on the pathway to achievement. Since our linkage of POS to teachers and classrooms is new, 
we also develop a series of cautions that require attention moving forward. 
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1. Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to show how teacher-leader care and support work in classroom units in K-12 
school organizations. Our theoretically and empirically anchored effort to do so is found in Figure 1. While the 
paper primarily focuses on the mediating and outcome variables, it is necessary to describe the two prosocial 
behaviors or the two anchoring dimensions of the model at the outset, i.e., care and support. We then turn to the 
mediating effects of leader care and support. We examine social integration, sense of self, and motivation. We 
conclude by exploring the effects of these three states on student engagement and learning. While we return to 
this issue in the conclusion, it is important to note that we are examining teachers as leaders in their classrooms, 
the first analysis to do so. 
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Figure 1. Learning communities for students.                                                                  

2. Care and Support 
A cardinal element of the norm of care is teachers who work to the best of their ability, who consistently bring 
their “A” games to the classroom—who challenge students to do their best work (Felner, Seitsinger, Brand, 
Burns, & Bolton, 2007 [1]; Marks, 2000 [2]; Sanders & Harvey, 2002 [3]). There is a significant strand of com-
petency here (Tronto, 1993 [4], Burnier, 2003 [5]). Students also document what an instructional “A” game 
looks like. It includes working hard to make classes meaningful, and to show that meaningfulness to youngsters. 
It means classroom leaders not simply going through the motions, doing their jobs, but rather demonstrating 
palpable interest in whether students learn or not (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004 [6]; Newmann, Wehlage, 
& Lamburn, 1992 [7]; Wilson & Corbett, 1999 [8]).  

Another hallmark element of caring relations in schools is the willingness of teacher-leaders to reveal them-
selves as persons, not solely as organizational functionaries (Kroth & Keeler, 2009 [9]). “It means the willing-
ness to not hide your own humanness behind the manager mask” (Autry, 1991, p. 48 [10]). They do this by 
opening aspects of their non-professional lives to their pupils, especially incidents that are relevant to the deci-
sions and struggles that confront youngsters (Rodriguez, 2008 [11]; Walker, 1993 [12]). That is, “the self that 
teachers offer is a student self rather than a career self” (Farrell, 1990 [13], p. 25). According to Caldwell & Di-
xon (2009), part of this opening process is the willingness of leaders—in this case teachers—to allow them-
selves to be vulnerable in front of others (Adams, 2010 [14]; DePree, 1997, 2003, 2004 [15]-[17]). This stance 
“humanizes the teacher as a person” (Rodriguez, 2008 [11], p. 765) and helps establish a frame of authenticity 
for student-teacher connections (Etzioni, 1993 [18]; Raywid, 1995 [19]).  

Care is also fundamentally about standards and about challenging students to meet and exceed robust expec-
tations (Alexander & Entwisle, 1996 [20]; Johnson & Asera, 1999 [21]; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003 [22]). 
There is abundant evidence on this point: “Teachers who push students prove to be an important dimension to 
the personalized student-adult relationship” (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 772 [11]). Perhaps the essential point is the 
importance of “hard caring” (Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006, p. 413 [23]) or “rugged care” (Shouse, 1996, 
p. 48 [24]). Challenge also means providing students with as much responsibility as they can handle (Jose-
lowsky, 2007 [25]) and upholding a commitment to help them succeed (Walker, 1993 [12]; Wilson & Corbett, 
1999 [8]). Obstacles are acknowledged but they are not accepted as explanations for lack of performance (Ro-
driguez, 2008 [11]; Shouse, 1996 [24]). 

A fourth dimension of caring is knowing students well (Alder, 2002 [26]), a quality Ancess (2003, p. 65 [27]) 
refers to as “intimacy.” In a caring environment, teacher-leaders make efforts to learn about the youngsters they 
teach (Antrop-Gonzalez, 2006 [28]). As in other organizations, they commit the time necessary for this under-
standing to form and grow (Autry, 1991 [10]; Bru, Stephens, & Torsheim, 2002 [29]). Teacher-leaders know 
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what is unfolding in the lives of their students, “socially and at home. They know their students as learners in the 
class and in the classes of their colleagues” (Ancess, 2000, pp. 65-66 [30]). They are cognizant of the social and 
cultural worlds in which their pupils live Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006 [23]; Case, 1997 [31]; Rodriguez, 
2008 [11]).  

Caring is defined also by students being valued by their teachers (Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, & 
Schaps, 1995 [32]; Conchas, 2001 [33]; Scheurich, 1998 [34]). According to Reitzug and Patterson (1998), this 
translates into leader efforts to connect with students on a personal level, rather than on a categorical basis 
(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001 [35]). More specifically, it means that each student is accepted as a person, 
someone who is a “valued organizational partner” (Caldwell & Dixon, 2009, p. 97 [36]), someone who has val-
ue as an individual and as a member of communities in the school (Autry, 1991 [10]; Conchas, 2001 [33]; Ro-
driguez, 2008 [11]). In caring communities, being valued is conveyed through teacher-leaders being “person 
centered” (Hattie, 2009, p. 119 [37]). Valued status is communicated to youngsters when teachers express con-
cern for what is happening in the world of the student and when they invest time and energy in developing and 
maintaining personal linkages to students (Farrell, 1990 [13]; Hattie, 2009 [37]; Wilson & Corbett, 1999 [8]). 
Included here is a not-so-subtle switch from seeing them seeing them in positive terms (Avolio, Gardner, Wa-
lumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004 [38]; Cameron, Bright, & Caza, 2004 [39]) and strength-based terms (Gardner, 
Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005 [40])—to seeing them as “willing and capable human beings” 
(Reitzug & Patterson, 1998, p. 168 [41]) who need help to address challenges in their lives. Caring leaders have 
positive perceptions in regards to others’ capabilities (Luthans & Avolio, 2003 [42]). In these valued relation-
ships there is a tendency to avoid blaming youngsters when things do not go well (Patterson, Beltyukova, Ber-
man, & Francis, 2007 [43]). 

In a related vein, caring is demonstrated when leaders take interest in and invest in their students (Croninger & 
Lee, 2001 [44]; Galletta & Ayala, 2008 [45]; Kroth & Keeler, 2009 [9]). This includes devoting considerable 
personal and professional capital into one’s work (McDougall, Saunders, & Goldenberg, 2007 [46]; Strahan, 
2003 [47]) and the development and honoring of reciprocal obligations (Kroth & Keeler, 2009 [9]). It includes 
being accessible to students on both academic and personal fronts (Goddard, 2003 [48]; Hattie, 2009 [37]; No-
guera, 1996 [49]). Investment in others tells them that they are acknowledged for who they are as persons and 
for their potential (DePree, 2004 [17]; Noddings, 1992 [50]; Steele, 1992 [51]). Students see “teachers as truly 
interested and invested in enabling [them] to succeed” (Wilson & Corbett, 1999, p. 73 [8]). They feel that teach-
er-leaders are willing to provide help and personal attention (Alder, 2002 [26]; Cooper, Ponder, Merritt, & Mat-
thews, 2005 [52]; Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). 

Caring means that leaders are accessible (Burnier, 2003 [5]; Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Ort, 2002 [53]; 
Newmann et al., 1992 [7]). A dimension of accessibility is willingness to help. Another aspect is making time 
available, of building closeness (Birch & Ladd, 1997 [54]; Kroth & Keeler, 2009 [9]) in the context of warm re-
lationships (Opdenakker, Maulana, & Brook, 2012 [55]; Strahan, 2003 [47]). Invitational threads are also woven 
into the fabric of accessibility (Ancess, 2003 [27]). So too are efforts to pull students into active participation. 
That is, accessibility means not exiting in the face of student resistance or oppositionality and not permitting 
youngsters to exit either (Newmann, 1981 [56]). The literature refers to this as maintaining beliefs in students 
through hardships and refusing to give up on students (Ancess, 2003 [27]; Walker, 1993 [12]). More aggres-
sively, it is appropriate to think about accessibility in terms of advocacy for youngsters (Ancess, 2003 [27]). In 
strong, personalized communities, leaders stand up for students to ensure that conditions for success are forth-
coming (Case, 1997 [31]; Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). Students feel that their teachers are looking out for them. They 
are not left to pursue success on their own or only with the help of peers (Roney, Coleman, & Schlichting, 2007 
[57]). Leaders “protect and safeguard others’ journeys” (Kroth & Keeler, 2009, p. 514 [9]). 

Another theme in the chronicle on the norm of care is constructed around the ability and willingness of lead-
ers to see things through the eyes of others (Farrell, 1990 [13]), “to get into the other person’s world” (Kroth & 
Keeler, 2009, p. 508 [9]), “to comprehend someone else’s world and to use that comprehension to help that in-
dividual” (Sarason, 1990, p. 169 [58]). It includes a willingness to see and understand the developmental needs 
of others (Tronto, 1993 [4]) and to embrace students’ priorities. It means taking the world of students seriously 
(Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984 [59]), remembering that things that are important to students are important 
regardless of whether they are important to teacher-leaders or not. More importantly, it entails efforts to adapt 
schooling to the needs of students, not requiring students to constantly remold themselves to fit the organization 
(Bulkley & Hicks, 2005 [60]; Day, 2005 [61]; Quint, 2006 [62]). This in turn requires seeing others as whole 
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and in a positive light, not as defiant and damaged (Becker & Luthar, 2002 [63]; Gardner & Schermerhorn, 2004 
[64]). “To walk in the terrain of others perceptions” (Webb, Wilson, Corbett, & Mordecai, 1993, p. 44 [65]) re-
quires an active responsiveness to youngsters. It means that when the norm of care is present, there is “attentive 
listening” (Kelsey, 1981, p. 70 [66]), that students believe that they are heard (Reitzug & Patterson, 1998 [41]; 
Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). “Caring is a relational virtue” (Burton & Dunn, 2005, p. 460 [67]) and “the ethic of care 
has the maintenance of relationships as a priority” (Clement, 1996, p. 11 [68]). “Relational transparency” (Avo-
lio & Gardner, 2005, p. 317 [69]) in the service of “mutuality and connection” (Burnier, 2003, p. 537 [5]) is 
highly visible. “Covenantal relationships “emerge from caring” (DePree, 2004, p. 60 [17]). 

An important piece of the positive classroom storyline is teacher-leaders assessing youngsters as trustworthy 
(Alder, 2002 [26]; Battistich & Hom, 1997 [70]) and students reciprocating (Adams, 2010 [14]; Antrop-Gonza- 
lez & DeJesus, 2006 [23]). As with other dimensions of care, we find asset-based as opposed to deficit-based 
assessments in our analysis of trustworthiness (Fredrickson, 2001 [71]; Gardner & Schermerhorn, 2004 [64]); 
Luthans & Church, 2002 [72]). Teachers need to earn the mantle of trustworthiness from pupils. This they do by 
being open, reliable, honest, benevolent, and competent in the eyes of students (Adams & Forsyth, 2009 [73]). 

Treating youngsters with respect is a tenth dimension in the web of care (Kroth & Keeler, 2009 [9]; Vanier, 
1998 [74]; Webb et al., 1993 [65]). Central points here are that teachers must give respect to receive it in return 
(Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). One half of the storyline here is the avoidance of actions that demean or belittle (An-
trop-Gonzalez, 2006 [28]; Fredrickson, 2001 [71]). The other half of the narrative is the use of positive actions 
that demonstrate the fact that students are held in high regard (Raywid, 1995 [19]; Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). 
Treating students as young adults is important here (Ancess, 2003 [27]), with a sense of dignity (Leithwood, 
Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999 [75]). So too is the provision of opportunities for participation and voice. Actions that 
affirm students’ cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds show respect (Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997 [76]; Noguera, 
1996 [49]; Scanlan & Lopez, 2012 [77]). So too do behaviors that honor the assets students bring to the class-
room more generally (Hattie, 2009 [37]). 

Students possess a refined sense of equity. For that reason, care is often defined in terms of fairness or the 
procedural justice climate in the organization (Ehrhart, 2004 [78]), especially the perceived fairness of leaders in 
their treatment of those in their charge (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002 [79]; Patterson et al., 2007 [43]). Reliability and 
consistency are key elements of fairness for students (Adams, 2010 [14]; Adams & Forsyth, 2009 [73]). 

Finally, recognizing the link between the learning environment and motivation (Opdenakker et al., 2012 [55]), 
care includes students experiencing success and opportunities to receive recognition for that success (Csiks-
zentmihalyi & Larson, 1984 [59]; Foster & Hilaire, 2003 [80]; Sather, 1999 [81]). That is, leaders create a “cul-
ture of success” for students (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 776 [11]) and opportunities for acknowledgement. Newmann 
and his colleagues (1992, p. 22 [7]) underscore this element of care when they report that “if the school is to 
nurture a sense of membership, its most important task is to ensure students experience success in the develop-
ment of competence.” 

As is the case with care, support operates on two fronts, what (Caza, Barker, and Cameron 2004, p. 169 [82]) 
call buffering and amplifying effects. On one hand, support buffers students from events that can damage them 
and their success in school (Bloomberg, Ganey, Alba, Quintero, & Alvarez-Alcantara, 2003 [83]; Demaray & 
Malecki, 2002 [84]). On the other hand, support unleashes a host of positive actions in the service of students. 
Support can best be thought of as the extension of help by teacher-leaders coupled with students’ understanding 
that they can count on that assistance (Ancess, 2003 [27]; Antrop-Gonzalez & De Jesus, 2006 [23]; Louis & 
Marks, 1998 [85]). It is personalized relationships with teacher-leaders that make help seeking and the provision 
of assistance part of the culture (Demaray & Malecki, 2002 [84]; Greenleaf, 1977 [86]; Tronto, 1993 [4]). 

As with care, support can be defined by its essential elements, six in total. It is useful to think of these ingre-
dients as overlapping and intertwined strands in the web of support. The first is the provision of assistance in the 
face of help-seeking or intuited need for such help (Adams & Forsyth, 2009 [73]; Alder, 2002 [26]; Croninger & 
Lee, 2001 [44]). Informal and formal counseling is often noted in the research here (Raywid, 1995 [19]). Navi-
gational assistance is also discussed (Quint, 2006 [62]). So too is the provision of assistance with work (Antrop- 
Gonzalez, 2006 [28]; Croninger & Lee, 2001 [44]). Assistance in helping youngsters master transitions in life is 
underscored as an especially powerful (and needed) form of aid (Jackson & Warren, 2000 [87]; Maguin & Loe-
ber, 1996 [88]; Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). 

Support includes encouragement as well (Balfanz, Herzog, & MacIver, 2007 [89]; Walker, 1993 [12]). Mas-
tering school is difficult work for many students and “to invest time and energy in the present young people 
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need to believe that there is a viable future” (Joselowsky, 2007, p. 272 [25]). Teacher-leaders are in a unique po-
sition to help students see the potential for success, what (Crosnoe 2011, p. 186 [90]) calls a “future orientation,” 
when such possibilities are unclear for students (Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). Leaders can open these doors through 
encouragement (Newmann, 1992 [91]; Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray, & Foster, 1998 [92]), especially around the 
importance of investments in academic work (Hoy, Hannum, & Tschannen-Moran, 1998 [93]; Walker, 1993 
[12]). 

Providing safety nets is the third essential aspect of support (Cooper et al., 2005 [52]). The core idea here is to 
prevent students from falling through the cracks, to “go missing” and be unnoticed (Allensworth & Easton, 2005 
[94]). These protections provide another backstop against disengagement and failure (Walker, 1993 [12]). Good 
teacher-leaders build these nets and legitimize and encourage the use of the interventions found therein (Ancess, 
2000 [30]). In supportive classrooms, teacher-leaders help students, they do not blame them for requiring assis-
tance (Patterson et al., 2007 [43]). 

Support also encompasses monitoring how well students are doing in school, socially, emotionally, and aca-
demically (Gray, Hopkins, Reynolds, Wilcox, Farrell, & Jesson, 1999 [95]; Quint, 2006 [62]), a type of “proac-
tive troubleshooting” (Raywid, 1995, p. 53 [19]). It includes mentoring young persons toward success, a dimen-
sion that is especially powerful for students at risk of failure (Woloszyk, 1996 [96]).  

Finally, advocating is a well-illuminated strand in the web of support (Benner, 1994 [97]; Rumberger, 2011 
[98]). Here, support is defined as “personally negotiating” (O’Connor, 1997, p. 616 [99]) to ensure that students 
garner all the aid they require to be successful, both from the school and the larger community (Cooper et al., 
2005 [52]; Patterson et al., 2007 [43]; Walker, 1993 [12]). Collectively, support can be thought of as “responsi-
bility for shepherding the student” (Balfanz et al., 2007, p. 232 [89]), shepherding made possible “as a result of 
direct relations with the students” (Walker, 1993, p. 72 [12]).  

3. Modeling Effects: Social Integration, Sense of Self, and Motivation 
The first links in the chain of outcomes from a culture of care and support can be seen in Figure 1. They are the 
most immediate outcomes of the care and support, are important, and deserve attention (Willms 2000 [100]). 

4. Social Integration 
4.1. The Construct 
We begin with the well-established principle that “when schools become communities they fulfill a basic human 
need—belonging” (Bosworth & Ferreira, 2000, p. 123 [101]). More specifically, we confirm that, as is the case 
with other organizations (Avolio et al., 2004 [38]), integration or “school membership is created through reci-
procal relationships between the pupils and the adults representing the institution” (Kershner, 1996, p. 81 [102]). 
In their analysis, for example, (Roeser, Eccles, and Samaroff 2000, p. 464 [103]) found that when “adolescents 
perceive supportive and respectful teachers they are more likely to bond with the school.” That is, “students who 
felt they belonged gave primary interpersonal reasons” (Nichols, 2006, p. 263 [104]). And, as researchers have 
consistently documented, these bondings are especially essential for students who have been placed at risk by 
race, ethnicity, gender, and SES (Cassidy & Bates, 2005 [105]; Feldman & Matjasko, 2005 [106]; Gibson, Beji-
nez, Hidalgo, & Rolón, 2004 [107]; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002 [108]). Across the literature on social integration, 
we are reminded of the healing power of teacher-leader linkages to children in terms of support: “Teachers and 
programs are in the position to restore student engagement with the school by creating an environment to which 
students feel bonded. A primary way to do this is by nurturing meaningful interactions between students and 
teachers” (Kennedy, 2011, p. 8 [109]). Smerdon 2002, p. 298 [110]) work “suggests that differences in the qual-
ity of educational experiences… are associated with significant variations in students’ perceptions of member-
ship.”  

One recurring insight from the research is that all of the concepts we examine in this paper share space with 
each other. As we noted above, scholars across the disciplines often use the concepts synonymously (Johnson, 
2009 [111]). For us, we think of membership as “being in” the community (Autry, 1991 [10]). Social integration 
also includes the idea of “a psychological sense of belonging” (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 66 [112]) on the 
part of the student. It is “a psychological need that plays a vital role in the transmission of an internalization of 
values and cultural norms” (Johnson, 2009, p. 101 [111]). It entails responses to group membership (Smerdon, 
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2002 [110]). 
Social integration, or the sense of being integrated into the school community (Pavri & Monda-Amaya, 2001 

[113]), as described in the research includes such things as “social and personal connections to others at the 
school and a… belief that others in the school [are] there for them” (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 67 [112]). It 
represents an essential need for connections with others (Autry, 1991 [10]; McMahon et al., 2009 [114]). It in-
cludes identification with and a feeling of fitting in (Gibson et al., 2004 [107]; Willms, 2000 [100]), a sense of 
identification and social bonding (Kennedy, 2011 [109]; Kroeger, 2004 [115]). Connell and Wellborn 1991 
[116]) add the elements of emotional security and closeness. (Cabello and Terrell 1994 [117]) layer in the idea 
of relatedness. Social integration is about meaningful connections that bring a psychological sense of belonging 
to life (Bru et al., 2002 [29]; Nieto, 1994 [118]), “the feeling of a sense of… connection to others and being part 
of the larger social world” (Oldfather, Thomas, Eckert, Garcia, Grannis, Kilgore, & Tjioe, 1999, p. 287 [119]), 
about “solidarity and… a sense of belonging to a collective culture” (Burke & Grosvenor, 2003, p. 70 [120]). 
Social integration is a sense of being part of the class unit, of being valued by the institution (Cotterell, 1992 
[121]), of “feeling oneself to be an important part of the life and activity of the class” (Goodenow, 1993, p. 25 
[122]). It is about affinity (Conchas, 2001 [33]), acceptance (Judson, Cohen-Dan, Leonard, Stinson, & Colston, 
2001 [123]), membership (Eckert, 1989 [124]; Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997 [76]), belonging (Battistich et al., 1995 
[32]; Fredricks et al., 2004 [6]), affiliation (Newmann, 1981 [56], O’Connor, 1997 [99]), attachment (Alexander, 
Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997 [125]; Conchas, 2001 [33]), inclusion (van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2014 [126]; 
Vanier, 1998 [74]), and connection (Feldman & Matjasko, 2005 [106]; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003 [22]). 

Limited care and support, on the other hand, is an invitation to weak student identification with and/or possi-
ble disaffiliation with the school, “an absence of highly developed feelings of valuing and belonging” (Voelkl, 
1997, p. 296 [127]). Students in such classrooms are often portrayed as “just passing through” (Eckert, 1989, p. 
65 [124]). Rather than being bonded to the school, they are independent actors, ones who often feel a sense of 
disconnection and alienation toward teacher-leaders (Antrop-Gonzalez, 2006 [28]; Newmann, 1981 [56]). They 
display what (Farrell 1990, p. 112 [13]) calls “absenting behavior,” “at best a kind of passionless conformity and 
at worst a rejection of learning” (Sarason, 1990, p. 83 [58]). Separation and exclusion are elements of disidenti-
fication. So also are estrangement, detachment, and isolation (Newmann, 1981 [56])—“emotional and physical 
withdrawal” (Voelkl, 1997, p. 294 [127]).  

We close this section on definition with two notes. First, children’s experiences at home and in the communi-
ty (Willms, 2000 [100]) and race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation often play a mediating role in social in-
tegration (Fine, 1986 [128]; Kosciw, Greytak, Bartkiewicz, Boesen, & Palmer, 2012 [129]; Lee, 1999 [130]). 
Second, there seems to be decline in social integration through the middle school grades (Anderman, 2003 
[131]), after students leave elementary school. 

4.2. Impacts of Social Integration 
Having established that social integration is a valuable organizational outcome in its own right, one shaped by 
care and support, we now turn to the dimensions that social integration ignite. Within the narrative underscored 
in the model in Figure 1, we see that social integration links to all the variables in our model, some directly and 
some in a mediated manner, i.e., through effects on intermediate variables. (Goodenow and Grady 1993, p. 70 
[112]) make this point in the negative across all the stages of the model when they confirm “that the result of a 
failure to attain a full and legitimate sense of ownership in the school as a social system may be, for many stu-
dents, lowered motivation, less engagement, ultimately diminished academic achievement.” (Crosnoe and team 
2004, p. 60 [132]), in turn, find that “social integration counterbalances these problems.” 

We find in the research that social integration, or meaningful connections with others, or relational co-ordi- 
nation (Gittell, 2000 [133]) can promote outcomes for the organization (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003 [134]; Miller, 
Grimes, McMullen, & Vogus, 2012 [135]). Focusing on students, at the broadest level, there is capital imbedded 
in relationships between students and teacher-leaders (Gibson et al., 2004 [107]; McNeal, 1999 [136]). Social 
integration impacts students’ “ability to access the benefits of human, social, and cultural capital” (McNeal, 
1999 [136], p. 293; Walker, 1993 [12]), to “intergenerational bonding” (Crosnoe et al., 2004, p. 61 [132]), and 
to enhanced social and emotional health (Pavri & Monda-Amaya, 2001 [113]) as well as longer-term health and 
well being (Willms, 2000 [110]). Social integration “plays a vital role in the transmission of values and cultural 
norms” (Johnson, 2009, p. 101 [111]). It “raises the costs of problem behavior” (Crosnoe et al., 2004, p. 61 
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[132]). As noted throughout our discussion, social integration is especially powerful for students placed at peril 
by society, that is, sense of belonging is a critical element in any educational program for children placed at risk 
by biology, society, community, and/or family.  

Identification (or disidentification) impacts commitment to the school and a sense of obligation to those at the 
school (Gamoran, 1996 [137]; Walker, 1993 [12]), especially teacher-leaders. Positive identification helps build 
a sense of legitimacy around the school and a valuing of the institution (Fredricks et al., 2004 [6]; Goodenow, 
1993 [122]). According to (Voelkl 1997, p. 296 [127]), the idea of valuing schooling include[s] the recognition 
of the value of the school as both a social institution and a tool for facilitating personal advancement. That is, the 
youngster regards school as a central institution in society and feels that what is learned in class is important in 
its own right and that school is instrumental in obtaining his or her personal life objectives… the belief that 
schoolwork is both interesting and important. 

Valuing also leads to a “commitment to and identification with the goals of the institution” (Eckert, 1989, p. 
103 [124]); its values and purposes (Ancess, 2003 [27]; Baker, Terry, Bridger, & Winsor, 1997 [138]; Marsh & 
Kleitman, 1992 [139]); its norms and practices (Battistich et al., 1995 [32], Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & 
Schaps, 1997 [140]; Voelkl, 1997 [127]); the avenues it establishes for members to pursue goals (Newmann et 
al., 1992 [7]), that is, its structures, policies, and practices (Hallinan & Kubitschek, 1999 [141]); and its sanc-
tioned outcomes (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002 [108], Voelkl, 1997 [127]). In schools with strong care and support, 
youngsters become invested in the activities of the classroom (Freiberg, Huzinec, & Templeton, 2009 [142]).  

There is considerable empirical support for the conclusion that social integration in schools leads to enhanced 
sense of self for students (Goodenow & Grady, 1993 [112]; Kuperminc. Leadbeater, Emmons, & Blatt, 1997 
[143]), or what (Anderman 2003, p. 6 [131]) calls “school related affect.” More specifically, (McMahon and 
team 2009, p. 270 [114]) have established that “sense of school belonging is positively related to commitment to 
school goals, expectations, and academic self-efficacy.” (Gibson and team 2004 [107]) add self esteem to this 
list of outcomes. (Murdock and Miller 2003, p. 385 [144]), in turn, show that “students’ feelings of belonging pre- 
dict positive school affect.” (Pavri and Monda-Amaya, 2001 [113]) confirm the connection between social inte-
gration and positive self-concept. (Goodenow and Grady, 1993 [112]) note linkages to expectancy of success. 

Data from an assortment of studies reveal strong bridges between social integration and student motivation 
(Murdock, Anderman, & Hodge, 2000 [145]; Oelsner, Lippold, & Greenberg, 2011 [146]; Wilson, Karimpour, 
& Rodkin, 2011 [147]), what (Anderman 2003, p. 6 [131]) labels “adaptive patterns of academic motivation” 
and (Goodenow and Grady 1993, p. 68 [112]) call “general school motivation.” (Gibson and team’s 2004, p. 136 
[107]) conclusion that “students who fail to attain a full membership in the community are likely to be… less 
motivated academically” (Booker, 2006, p. 4 [148]) reinforces this point. (Goodenow and Grady 1993, p. 61 
[112]) report in their review that “disconnection and diminished sense of belonging result in decreased student 
motivation.” On the positive side of the ledger, (Goodenow and Grady 1993, p. 61 [112]) concluded that “sense 
of membership heavily influenced students’ commitment to schooling” and (Gonzalez and Padilla 1997 [76]) 
discovered in their analysis what researchers have uncovered in other organizations (Wilson & Ferch, 2005 
[149]), that sense of belonging is a significant predictor of resilience. 

Turning to the tail end of the model, we find that social integration has important effects on engagement 
(Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1992 [150]; Quiroz, 2001 [151]). (Goodenow and Grady, 1993, p. 67 [112]) confirm 
this finding, concluding that “students who do have a high sense of belonging in school are also more likely to 
be academically engaged than those whose sense of belonging is low.” Conceptual analysis of engagement helps 
us see that it includes key ideas such as alienation, delinquency, off-task behavior, attendance problems, and 
dropping out (Crosnoe et al., 2004 [132]; Gibson et al., 2004 [107]; Lehr, Sinclair, & Christenson, 2004 [152]). 
For example, Goddard and Goff (1999, p. 47 [153]) note that “according to several theories, delinquency is re-
lated directly or indirectly, to… sense of belonging.” (Gonzalez and Padilla, 1997, p. 302 [76]) confirm that “a 
sense of belonging may reduce students’ feeling of disengagement, which may lead to dropping out.” Con-
versely, “a student who feels a sense of belonging may become more engaged and exhibit greater effort on aca-
demic tasks” (p. 302 [76]). Lack of social integration is also linked to off-task behavior such as acting out in 
class (Gibson et al., 2004 [107]) or simply turning into a tourist in the classroom, someone really here in name 
only (RHINOS) (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004 [154]).  

Finally, we have evidence that social integration predicts academic achievement (Davis, 2003 [155]; Gibson 
et al., 2004 [107]; Murdock et al., 2000 [145]; Wigfield, Eccles, & Pintrich, 1998 [156])—academic behavior 
(Johnson, 2009 [111]), academic performance (Booker, 2006 [148]), and academic outcomes (Gonzalez & Pa-
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dilla, 1997 [76]) across an array of indicators, and along the way “the pursuit of task goals and the pursuit of 
prosocial academic and peer goals” (Davis, 2003, p. 213 [155]). That is, children who display high levels of 
membership exhibit increased levels of achievement (Booker, 2006 [148]) measured in terms such as student 
grades, minutes spent doing homework, teacher rating of competence, and standardized achievement tests 
(Booker, 2006 [148]; Davis, 2003 [155]; Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997 [76]). That is, “regardless of how school 
bonding is conceptualized, high levels of school bonding have been consistently associated with positive youth 
outcomes, including academic outcomes, such as increased academic motivation, self-efficacy, and higher grade 
point averages” (Oelsner et., 2011, p. 465 [146]). Social integration is also linked to “positive educational tra-
jectories” (Gibson et al., 2004, p. 138 [107]). Absence of social integration, not surprisingly, “contributes to 
academic problems on the individual and institutional level” (Crosnoe et al., 2004, p. 60 [132]) and deceased 
achievement (Booker, 2006 [148]). The summative message here is that “the evidence for the relationship be-
tween belonging and achievement is convincing even when the other school-related psychological variables are 
taken into account” (Booker, 2006, p. 2 [148]). We close this section with two reminders. First, as shown in 
Figure 1, social linkage to achievement is almost always mediated by engagement (Gibson et al., 2004 [107]). 
Second, the relationship between social integration and achievement is reciprocal. That is, achievement is asso-
ciated with increases in engagement and then social integration (McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002 [157]). 

5. Sense of Self 
5.1. The Construct 
The challenge before us here is clear: to “pinpoint the determinants of self-concept as well as those factors that 
we believe the self concept, in turn, impacts” (Harter, 1990, p. 322 [158]). We begin that work in the same 
manner we did for social integration, with an effort to define the construct. There are a number of ideas that flow 
from or comprise the concept of sense of self or “psychological well-being” (Cotterell, 1992, p. 32 [121]) or 
psychological health. We see self esteem here, which itself is a complex concept and includes many elements 
(Nieto, 1994 [118]), a concept that is comprised of “distinct developmentally and ecologically keyed dimensions” 
(DuBois, Felner, Brand, & Phillips, 1996, p. 569 [159]), i.e., it is shaped by biology and environment. Accord-
ing to Saunders, Davis, Williams, & Williams (2004, p. 84 [160]), “self esteem refers to how individuals feel 
about themselves in a comprehensive or global manner.” Scholars also remind us that “racial self esteem… how 
the individual feels about his racial group membership” (p. 84 [160]) is an important element in the domain of 
“student identity” (Quiroz, 2001, p. 340 [151]). So too is gender (Harter, Waters, & Whitesell, 1997 [161]) and 
sexual identity (Kosciw et al., 2012 [129]; Thompson, 2004 [162]). There are “distinct and uniquely influential 
components of the self system” (DuBois et al., 1996, p. 544 [159]), or what we have labeled “sense of self.” We 
also find in the larger construct “social sense concepts, a type of expectancy belief because they contain our be-
liefs about ways relationships operate and our estimate about the likelihood of positive social interaction” (Davis, 
2001, p. 433 [163]). Self efficacy, in turn, “is concerned with individuals” perceptions of their ability to execute 
a specific task (Walumbwa, Mayer, Wang, Wang, Workman, & Christensen, 2011 [164])—“a basic need to feel 
effective in their interactions with the world” (Chaplain, 1996b, p. 116 [165]), or “a belief in one’s capabilities 
to exercise control over his or her level of functioning and environmental demands” (McMahon et al., 2009, p. 
270 [114]). 

The idea that is most salient in education is “academic self concept” (Shade, Kelly, & Oberg, 1997, p. 54 
[166]). “Academic self-efficacy includes how the individual feels about his/her academic capabilities” (Saunders 
et al., 2004, p. 85 [160]) and “the belief that students have control over their performance in a specific subject” 
(McMahon et al., 2009, p. 270 [114]) as well as “the extent to which students believe that with effort they can 
master the material they are learning in school” (Murdock & Miller, 2003, p. 386 [144]), what (Kershner 1996 
[102]) refers to as the do-ability of specific tasks. Eccles-Parsons, Adler, Futterman, Goff, Kaczala, Meece, and 
Midgley (1983, p. 82 [167]) label this “self-concept of ability, defined as the assortment of one’s own compe-
tency to perform specific tasks or to carry out role-appropriate behaviors” and Shade and associates (1997, p. 54 
[166]) describe as “whether or not students are able to handle the work school asks of them”—“adolescents per-
ceiving themselves as academically competent and able to master school-related tasks” (Roeser et al., 2000, p. 
452 [103]). Bandura (1993, p. 119 [168]) reminds us of the importance of efficacy when he notes that “a person 
with the same knowledge and skills may perform poorly, adequately, or extraordinarily depending on fluctua-
tions in self-efficacy thinking.” Embedded in our chronicle of self efficacy around children are the “need for 
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competence” (Newmann, Rutter, & Smith, 1989, p. 234 [169]) and “perceptions of competence” (Pintrich, 2003, 
p. 671 [170]), the ability “to think of themselves as competent at many things that the school demands” (Maehr 
& Midgley, 1996, p. 44 [171]). Closely related to the notion of “achievement expectancies” (Johnson, 2009, p. 
101 [111]) are the constructs of self confidence (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990 [172]; Rudduck, 2007 [173]) 
and capability (Saunders et al., 2004 [160]). 

Before we proceed to review the antecedents and take up the question of the outcomes of sense of self in gen-
eral and academic efficacy in particular, a few notes warrant attention. The first returns us to a theme laced 
throughout organizational scholarship in general and K-12 schooling in particular, the “direction of causality” 
(Skaalvik & Hagtvet, 1990, p. 302 [174]). We know with some certainty that reciprocal relationships mark all 
the variables in our model. In this case, this means that self esteem grows from a culture of care and is influ-
enced by social integration, and influences motivation, engagement, and performance (Stajkovic & Luthans, 
1998 [175]). We also will not be surprised to learn that a mix of school factors, family conditions, and innate in-
telligence appears to be essential for self-esteem during the school year (Hoge, Smit, & Hanson, 1990 [176]). 
Research indicates that “the reasons why some people develop poor self-image are complex and are likely to in-
clude factors outside the school gates” (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004, p. 120 [154]). Thus, we need to be clear that 
our focus is only on the school factors here, relationships between students and teacher-leaders. Third, this 
means that the outcomes tend to underplay major personal effects of a sense of self, effects which have been 
linked to troublesome conditions such as hopelessness and depression (Harter et al., 1997 [161]). Fourth, the 
connection between sense of self in general and academic self efficacy in particular are likely to change as a re-
sult of development (Skaalvik & Hagtvet, 1990 [174]). Finally, we underscore “two strategies for enhancing 
one’s self esteem. One can “reduce discrepancy by either increasing one’s competence or by discounting the 
importance of the domain” (Harter, 1996, p. 26 [177]). Both strategies are visible in the analysis below. 

5.2. Antecedents and Outcomes 
In the introduction to the paper and in our just completed analysis of social integration we concomitantly un-
packed the antecedents of sense of self. Our starting point is “that the quality of connections matters to the con-
tent and evaluation of identity” (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003, p. 270 [134]). That scaffolding work is “strong support 
for [two] sources of self esteem, namely perceptions of success in areas where one has aspirations for success 
and the internalization of the approval (or disapproval) of significant others” (Harter, 1996, p. 25 [177]). Care 
and support nurtured through meaningful teacher-leader relationships are complicit in nourishing, or damaging, 
the intermediate variables in our model (Jackson & Warren, 2000 [87]; Nieto, 1994 [118]), or as Davis (2003, p. 
228 [155]) captures it, “student identity.” Drilling down a bit, “child-teacher relationships play an important role 
in developing school competence such as self esteem” (Pianta, 1999, p. 67 [178]) and understandings about abil-
ity and control (Wentzel, 2002 [179]) and “the classroom environment can be a determinant in children’s beliefs 
about their academic self-efficacy” (Moos & Trickett, 1987, p. 36 [180]).  

In the area of culture, researchers have regularly documented that “perceived teacher caring is positively as-
sociated with… academic self efficacy” (Murdock & Miller, 2003, p. 390 [144]) and “students’ internal control 
beliefs” (Johnson, 2009, p. 101 [111]). There is a strong connection between felt teacher support and student self 
worth (Ryan, Stiller, and Lynch, 1994 [181]) as well as positive self image (Davidson & Lang, 1960 [182]; 
Weinstein, 1983 [184]), self esteem (Harter, 1996 [177]), and self concept (Fine, 1986 [128])—all aspects of our 
larger concept, sense of self. We know that the major quest for youngsters is for personal identity (Csikszentmi-
halyi & Larson, 1984 [59]; Farrell, 1990 [13]), what (Crosnoe 2011 [90]) calls identity work and (Feldman and 
Matjasko 2005 [106]) talk about as learning to understand oneself. Analysts also document that identity and self 
esteem are tightly yoked. Each student’s self concept is forged in good measure through the sense of community 
he or she feels at school, by the relationships forged with teacher-leaders and peers (Battistich & Hom, 1997 
[70]; Guest & Schneider, 2003 [185]; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002 [108]). That is, students “come to an under-
standing of their own social worth by seeing how they are treated by others” (Crosnoe, 2011, p. 139 [90]), espe-
cially teacher-leaders. Care and support help nourish the formation of healthy self concept and stronger self es-
teem (Demaray & Malecki, 2002 [84]; Pounder, 1999 [186]), thus positively shaping the nature of students’ de-
velopmental pathways (Feldman & Matjasko, 2005 [106]) and consequently, prosocial attitudes and actions 
(Battistich et al., 1997 [140]; Rothman & Cosden, 1995 [187]). Non-supportive classrooms for students, on the 
other hand, can lead to reduced self esteem, non-productive developmental pathways, and counter-productive at-
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titudes and behaviors (Crosnoe, 2011 [90]; Sarason, 1990 [58]). These behaviors and attitudes, in turn, are re-
lated to engagement and school success (Finn & Rock, 1997 [188]; Mulford & Silins, 2003 [189]; Rumberger, 
2011 [98])—for better or worse. 

In total then, “children’s perception of their teachers’ feelings toward them are correlated positively and sig-
nificantly with self-perception” (Davidson & Lang, 1960, p. 116 [182]). We also learn that the flow between 
support and sense of self are influenced by the students’ existing assessments. For example, pre-existing as-
sessment of self concept plays an important role (Rudduck, 2007 [173]): “The children who had a more favora-
ble or a more adequate self concept, that is, those who achieved a higher self perception score also perceived 
their teachers’ feelings toward them more favorably” (Davidson & Lang, 1960, p. 109 [182]). This is important 
in general and particularly when we recall that there is a lowering of self-concept as one moves from elementary 
to middle school (Maehr & Midgley, 1996 [171]). That is, “systematic differences exist between pre- and 
post-transition classrooms… These differences in classroom environment may contribute to negative changes in 
student beliefs” (Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles, 1988, p. 134 [190]). We also know that this flow from care and 
support leads to both positive and negative outcomes in sense of self (Chaplain, 1996 [165]; Dillon, 1989 [191]). 
Students’ negative assessment of support produces negative beliefs about themselves (Harter et al., 1997 [161]), 
and poor academic self-concepts specifically (Murdock et al., 2000 [145]). Thus, at times, teacher-leaders are 
“complicit in creating negative self-esteem” (Nieto, 1994, p. 414 [118]).  

Having reviewed the antecedents of sense of self, we turn to our second question: What are the outcomes of a 
positive or negative sense of self? We begin with the general storyline around this question and then reveal the 
linkages between sense of self and the other variables in the model in Figure 1. On the general front, “we high-
light the importance of linking [teacher] leadership to… behaviors through mechanisms that involve the self and 
one’s identity” (Walumbwa et al., 2011, p. 211 [164]). We discover that “efficacy beliefs contribute significant-
ly to the level and quality of human functioning” (Bandura, 1993, p 145 [168])—“efficacy beliefs influence how 
people feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave” (p. 118 [168]). They “exert a pervasive influence on per-
sonality functioning” (Caprara, Alessandri, & Eisenberg, 2012, p. 1290 [192]) and “psychosocial functioning.” 
We learn that self-efficacy provides a “measure of overall well being for adolescents” (Saunders et al., 2004, p. 
88 [160]), that “pupils’ confidence in their abilities as learners is linked to their general level of self-esteem” 
(Flutter & Rudduck, 2004, p. 120 [154]). Researchers tell us in broad strokes that sense of self is “predictive of 
better adult outcomes” (Garmezy, 1991, p. 426 [193]), academically-related actions in general (Eccles-Parsons 
et al., 1983 [167]), and task persistence specifically. “Self efficacy has been demonstrated to influence… educa-
tional achievement of children and adolescents” (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998, p. 256 [175]). It exerts “a powerful 
influence on young people’s life chances” (Rudduck, 1996, p. 139 [194]). We know that academic and emotion-
al competence beliefs impact emotional health (Bagozzi, 2003 [195]; Roeser et al., 2000 [103]). A student’s 
level of self efficacy is a good indicator of ability to cope with stress (Chaplain, 1996 [165] [196]). Sense of self 
has an “impact on the child’s affective motivational and coping processes” (Harter, 1990, p. 321 [158]). That is, 
“beliefs about the self exert a powerful influence on interpersonal perception” (Davis, 2001, p. 433 [163]). Re-
searchers also document a relationship between sense of self and patterns of behavior in school (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991 [116]), especially broad indices of performance (Boekaerts, 1993 [197]). This sense of self 
when high “functions protectively by motivating attempts at adaptation” (Masten et al., 1990, p. 431 [172]). 
When low, it often produces passivity, distancing oneself, and emotional distress (Fine, Torre, Burns, & Payne, 
2007 [198]; Harter et al., 1997 [161]) and “academic learned helplessness” (Eccles-Parsons et al., 1983, p. 88 
[167]). “Feelings of self-efficacy increase this likelihood of instrumental behavior” (Masten et al., 1990, p. 431 
[172]) and “influence what one perceives to be the opinions of others” (Harter, 1996, p. 29 [177]). Perhaps the 
most critical impact for children has been penned by Harter and team (1997, p. 170 [161]): “Sense of self pro-
vides a firm foundation for their transition to adulthood.” 

Taking a broader sweep, we see that sense of self and self efficacy impact and are impacted in return by all 
the pieces of our model. Ma (2003 [199]) and Wentzel (2002 [179]) reveal the reciprocal link between students’ 
sense of self and social integration, although the flow seems more powerful from integration to self (Anderman, 
2003 [131]; McNeal, 1998 [200]). Social integration, according to McNeal (1998, p. 184 [200]) “contributes to 
personal development and identity formation.” Davis (2003, p. 216 [155]) uncovered a powerful effect for social 
integration, finding that “students’ feelings of connectedness to school accounted for between 13% and 18% of 
the variance in ratings for emotional distress.” In their review, (McMahon and team 2009, p. 270 [114]) con-
cluded that “sense of school belonging is positively related to commitment to school goals, expectations, and 
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self-efficacy.” On the other hand, “lack of a sense that one fits can have a powerful negative effect on self con-
cept” (Rudduck, Chaplain, & Wallace, 1996, p. 175 [201]). (Smerdon 2002, p. 289 [110]) in a seminal review 
found that “belonging has positive effects on academic self efficacy [and] academic self-consciousness.” The 
takeaway message is as follows: “Belonging contributes to self efficacy” (McMahon et al., 2009, p. 278 [114]). 

Sense of self is also yoked to motivation, a fact well documented in the research literature (Chaplain, 1996a 
[196]; Maehr & Midgley, 1996 [171]). “Academic self-efficacy and competence perceptions motivate stu-
dents… when people expect to do well, they tend to try hard, persist, and perform better” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 671 
[170]). On the other hand, “people who have a low sense of efficacy… have low aspirations and weak commit-
ment” (Bandura, 1993, p. 144 [168]). We learn that “those who have a strong belief in their capabilities exert 
greater effort when they fail to master the challenge” (Bandura, 1993, p. 144 [168]). Maehr and Midgley (1996, 
p. 42 [171]) portray the center of gravity here: “Sense of self is at the root of motivation to learn.” Indeed “dec-
ades of research show that children’s self perceptions, such as self efficacy… are robust mediators of motivation” 
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003, p. 148 [202]). 

Researchers have also established that sense of self is linked to student engagement (Connell & Wellborn, 
1991 [116]). A higher level of self esteem is associated with higher levels of both behavioral and psychological 
engagement (Appleton, Christensen, & Furlong, 2008 [203]). Control of learning enhances student motivation 
(Rudduck & Flutter, 2004 [204]). Students’ “perceptions of self efficacy… and control are robust self system 
predictors of children’s engagement in school” (Furrer & Skinner, 2003, p. 151 [202]), both positively and nega-
tively. Maehr and Midgley (1996, p. 43 [171]) underscore importance for children here when they conclude that 
“when something as serious as their self esteem is at stake, students do not respond thoughtfully or rationally… 
They are creative primarily about avoiding the kind of engagement that is necessary to learn.” 

There is also abundant evidence that sense of self (i.e., self-concept ability and global self-concept) (Skaalvik & 
Hargtvet, 1990 [174]) is connected to student performance in general and academic achievement specifically 
(Boekaerts, 1993 [197]; Roeser et al., 2000 [103]; Saunders et al., 2004 [160]), with studies and reviews of re-
search routinely demonstrating both the positive and negative relationships between the efficacy and perfor-
mance variables (Furrer & Skinner, 2003 [202]; Saunders et al., 2004 [160]; Skaalvik & Hargtvet, 1990 [174]). 
For example, (Murdock and Miller 2003, p. 394 [144]) found in their work that their “middle school students 
self-efficacy judgments were highly correlated with their relative classroom performance” and Eccles-Parsons 
and team (1983, p. 83 [167]) concluded that “studies suggest that, at least for some students, increases in self 
confidence can produce increases in achievement.” Eccles goes on to tell us that by adolescence, expectancies 
are tightly linked to general achievement performance. Bandura (1993, p. 133 [168]) helps us see that “students 
who have a low sense of efficacy to manage academic demands are especially vulnerable to achievement anxie-
ty.” Skaalvik and Hagtvet (1990, pp. 304 and 206 [174]) have weighed in on the directionality of the relation-
ship here, reporting that, in general, “self concept of ability is a stronger predictor of academic achievement than 
vice versa [or]… self concept has causal predominance over achievement for high school students.” And Ban-
dura (1993, p. 137 [168]) takes us inside the avenue of influence here, reporting that “increased sense of aca-
demic efficacy promotes academic attainment both directly and by heightening aspirations.” A few studies pro-
vide evidence on the aspects of achievement influenced. For example, in (Roeser and team’s 2000, p. 456 [103]) 
work, “all of those students who achieved good grades also reported a sense of competency and efficacy in the 
academic domain.” And high levels of academic efficacy, control, and self esteem are related to achievements in 
life (Silverstein & Krate, 1975 [205]). 

6. Motivation 
6.1. The Construct 
The final proximal outcome in our model in a general sense is students’ attitudes or dispositions toward school. 
The center of gravity here is student motivation. As we examine in some detail below, the impact of culture is 
mediated by motivational variables (Owens & Hekman, 2012 [206]). More specifically, a culture of care and 
support is “associated with certain motivational cognitions that collectively appear to be related to performance” 
(Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 233 [207]). Or, using our nomenclature, “the enactment of the ethic of care” (Kro-
piewnicki & Shapiro, 2001, p. 24 [208]) nurtures positive attitudes toward school (Birch & Ladd, 1997 [54]). 
Motivation itself “results from some combination of the likelihood that one will achieve a goal (expectancy) and 
how much that goal is desired or wanted (valued)” (Graham, Taylor, & Hudley, 1998, p. 608 [209]). That is, 



J. Murphy 
 

 
254 

“the definition of motivation involves the combination of the probability of goal attainment and the value asso-
ciated with the goal” (Booker, 2006, p. 5 [148]). Pintrich and DeGroot (1990, p. 34 [210]) report that when these 
two conditions are in place, high probability and “beliefs that the task is interesting and important, students will 
engage in more metacognitive activity, more cognitive strategy use, and more effective effort management.” 

When we look into the essential components of motivation (Wigfield et al., 1998 [156]), three elements are 
visible, interest (meaningfulness), values, and goals (Pintrich, 2003 [170]). The goal of motivation theory is to 
explain “what gets individuals moving (energization) and toward what activities (direction)” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 
669 [170]). Our transition point here is “that motivation of students is a critical component in the learning 
process” (Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 216 [207]); “interests, values, and goals mediate students’ performance, 
choices, and efforts” (Wigfield et al., 1998, p. 104 [156]); and goals and interests are essential to understanding 
why students act as they do (Pintrich, 2003 [170]; Wentzel, 1998 [211]). 

Analysts in the area of motivation provide helpful insights on motivation beyond definitional material. To be-
gin with, we are reminded that there are two types of motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic. As noted earlier, we al-
so know that intrinsic motivation declines over the school career of children (Harter, 1996 [177]; Wallace, 1996 
[208] [209]), particularly as students make the move to junior high school (Harter, 1996 [177]; Pintrich, 2003 
[170]). Maehr and Midgley (1996, p. 94 [171]) find that this decline “can be part attributed to what is going on 
in the schools and classrooms… The psychological environment of the learning environment… is responsible 
for the kinds of motivation problems that are too readily evident.” Feldlaufer and associates (1988, p. 134 [190]) 
help us see how teacher-leaders impact what unfolds inside classrooms.  

In general, there is limited evidence suggesting that junior high school classrooms, in comparison to ele-
mentary school classrooms, offer fewer opportunities for student self-management and choice, and are 
characterized by a less positive teacher/student relationship, both of which could undermine students’ in-
terest in their academic subjects. In addition, there is some evidence that the shift to junior high school is 
associated with an increase in whole class task organization, between-classroom ability grouping, and ex-
ternal evaluation; practices that may increase the saliency of social comparison and ability self-assessment. 
This may have negative effects on some students’ confidence in their ability and motivation to achieve; in 
particular those students who are not highly able or do not perceive themselves as highly able prior to entry 
into junior high school.  

This turn of events is unfortunate for “there is compelling evidence that students who are more intrinsically 
than extrinsically motivated fare better” (Brewster & Fager, 2000, p. 18 [214]). 

Third, we learn that belief systems formed early in life can be antithetical to achievement. Given our analysis 
to date, we discover that these non-supportive belief systems are associated with children’s social and economic 
hardships, especially students of color and boys. Fourth, we also know that “the investment made by pupils is 
highly individualized and related to their perceptions of an imagined future painted by their teachers” (Wallace, 
1996b, p. 61 [213]). Children “come to view the learning environment as taking this or that form and presenting 
certain possibilities that are grasped by the student and that relate to the ways he will (or will not) invest” 
(Maehr & Midgley, 1996, p. 67 [171]). Fifth, as noted earlier in general, there is a reciprocal relationship be-
tween motivation and the other variables in our model (e.g., Figure 1). For example, motivation is both influ-
enced by and an influencer of sense of self and motivation is connected to engagement and achievement, factors 
that exert an influence on motivation (Murdock et al., 2000 [145]). 

6.2. The Elements of Motivation 
We reported above that the definition of motivation highlights three concepts—interest, values, and goals. Here 
we provide a snapshot of each of the pieces. Interest has been well described by (Oldfather and team 1999, p. 
282 [119]) as “a continuing impulse to learn.” These scholars tell us that interest “is characterized by intense 
involvement, curiosity, and a search for understanding” (p. 283 [119]). Maehr and Midgley (1996, p. 28 [171]) 
add to our understanding here. 

The point, of course, is that we are all regularly confronted with multiple options, and we do in fact go in 
some directions and avoid others. This directionality of our behavior over the short and long terms is spe-
cifically embraced in the term personal investment. We participate, engage, invest in some activities and 
acts and not in others. Personal investment infers that an individual does one thing when other possibilities 
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are presumably open to him. 

Analysts explain that “taking personal responsibility for their problems in school and life” (Penna & Tallerico, 
2005, p. 14 [215]) can be considered an aspect of student interest (Kershner, 1996 [102]). So too, relatedly, is 
sense of obligation. This sense of obligation, scholars conclude “appears to make a difference in what students 
do; it appears to predictably mediate certain relationships between the person and the environment” (Willems, 
1967, p. 1258 [216]). 

The second “family of social-cognitive constructs that has been a major focus of research on student motiva-
tions is goals and goal orientation” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 675 [170]), what Wentzel, (2002, p. 291 [179]) “calls 
mastery goal orientation.” It can be described as educational aspirations (Murdock et al., 2000 [145]), what 
youngsters see themselves attempting to accomplish (Wentzel, 2002 [179]). It links to student effort and invest-
ment (Wentzel, 2002 [179]). Indeed, Appleton and team (2008, p. 378 [203]) report that “investment in educa-
tion is believed to largely be a function of students’ perceptions of task or ability goals.” 

As was the case with interest, we know that social contexts impact goal adoption (Maehr & Midgley, 1996 
[171]). Maehr and Midgley go on to report “that goal-adoption is to a significant degree a function of expe-
rienced contexts and that the psychological character of these contexts can be changed to affect goal adoption 
patterns.” We close here by acknowledging “that students’ perceptions of task and ability goal emphases in the 
classroom are in fact related to qualitatively different motivational orientations and patterns” (Maehr & Midgley, 
1996, p. 90 [171]). 

Finally, we add values to the motivation basket, a construct that blends quite easily with interest and goals. 
“Unlike achievement-related cognitions which largely center on beliefs about ability, values have to do with de-
sires and preferences… and are more directly concerned with the perceived importance, attractiveness, or use-
fulness of achievement activities” (Graham et al., 1998, p. 606 [209]). Eccles and associates (1983, p. 31 [167]) 
define value as follows: “The overall value of any specific task is a function of three major components: 1) the 
attainment value of the task, 2) the intrinsic or interest value of the task, and 3) the utility of the task for future 
goals.” Davis (2001, p. 434 [163]) deepens the narrative, explaining that “perceived importance refers to the ex-
tent to which performance on a task confirms a central aspect of one’s self-schema [see earlier section on sense 
of self]. Perceived utility refers to the usefulness of the task for attaining future goals. Intrinsic interest refers to 
the amount of pleasure associated with a task.” Eccles-Parsons and team (1983, p. 89 [167]) outline two com-
ponents of goals: “intrinsic or interest value and utility value.” The former “is the inherent, immediate enjoy-
ment one gets from engaging in an activity” (p. 89 [167]). In some scales it is assessed by measuring students’ 
interest and their perceived importance of coursework (Murdock & Miller, 2003 [144]). The latter “is deter-
mined by the importance of the task for some future goal that might be somewhat unrelated to the process nature 
of the task at hand” (Eccles-Parsons et al., 1983, pp. 89-90 [167]). (Murdock and team 2000 [145]) present the 
two ideas of concrete and abstract values. According to Davis (2001, p. 434 [163]), findings in the field “indi-
cate value plays a crucial role in guiding students’ choice of achievement activities.” In sum, researchers show 
us, “the value of a particular task to a particular person is a function of both the perceived qualities of the task 
and the individual’s needs, goals, and self perceptions” (Eccles et al., 1983, p. 90 [167]). As was the case with 
other aspects of motivation, values are implicated in the underperformance of Black and ethnic minority 
youngsters. Because some “African American students feel that their efforts to achieve academically will not 
result in increased economic or social mobility, they opt to devalue the importance of schooling… African 
American students expect little from school, so they value little in school” (Booker, 2006, p. 5 [148]). 

6.3. Influences and Impacts 
We start with the evidence, from general to specific, that teacher-leader care and support leads to student moti-
vation. We do so first by highlighting major conclusions: 1) school actions can and do affect a student’s level of 
motivation (Brewster & Fager, 2000 [214]); 2) motivation develops from a complex web of social and personal 
relationships (Goodenow & Grady, 1993 [112]), that is, “the general quality of the relational environment is a 
relevant variable” (Birch & Ladd, 1997, p. 76 [54]); 3) within schooling, the connection that forms between a 
student and teacher-leader can be a robust motivator (Davis, 2001 [163]). Indeed “teachers can have a much 
greater influence on students’ motivation displayed in their classrooms than can parents” (Wentzel, 2002, p. 297 
[179]); and 4) youngsters who report stronger connections with their teachers are more motivated in school 
(Murdock & Miller, 2003 [144]), and relatedly “the psychological environment of the learning environment in 
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classrooms and schools is responsible for motivational problems” (Maehr & Midgley, 1996, p. 94 [171]). 
Research confirms “that the way in which students perceive school culture is related to their motives” (Maehr & 

Midgley, 1996, p. 72 [171]) and that “teacher support is independently related to numerous motivational va-
riables” (Murdock & Miller, 2003, p. 385 [144]): that is, “supportive relationships with teachers… promote stu-
dents motivation to learn” (Davis, 2001, p. 432 [163]). Teacher-leader use of targeted caregiving strategies 
(Wentzel, 2002 [179]) helps account for student motivation. We know from studies that “students who expe-
rience their teachers as autonomy supportive and warm are more likely to be intrinsically motivated” (Ryan et 
al., 1994, p. 231 [181]). Researchers inform us that “motivation is enhanced in classrooms with teachers who 
foster the experience of relatedness to socializing others” (p. 226 [181]) and who create “psychological envi-
ronments of small groups” (Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 234 [207]). Teachers characterized by students “as less 
caring, warm, friendly, and supportive have a negative impact on motivation” (Feldlaufer et al., 1998, p. 151 
[190]). So too do teachers who emphasize control-oriented assessment (Bru et al., 2002 [29]). Finally, a “mis-
match between students’ desires and classroom opportunities will result in a decline in motivation” (Eccles et al., 
1993, p. 566 [217]). 

Attending to the essential elements of motivation—interests, goals, and values—adds nuance to the impact of 
a caring and supportive culture via teacher/leader-student relationships. Maehr and Midgley (1996, p. 67 [171]) 
start us on our voyage here by reminding us that “culture consists of perceptions… that are useful in defining 
when and how children will invest in learning.” A supportive and caring teacher-leader is also linked to in-
creased interest in school and in subject areas (Davis, 2001 [163]; Wigfield et al., 1998 [156]). “Feelings of re-
latedness tapped by measures of school climate and quality of teacher-student relationships… has been linked to 
interest in school” (Furrer & Skinner, 2003, p. 149 [202]). So too are activities that are more open (Wigfield et 
al., 1998 [156]). On the other hand, “students who perceived math classrooms as putting greater constraints on 
their preferred level of participation in classroom decision-making… showed the largest and most consistent de-
clines in their interest in math between the sixth and seventh grade” (Eccles et al., 1993, p. 566 [217]). Class-
room environments “that overlooked or negated students’ needs and devalued their voices… created apathy to-
ward learning” (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 776 [11]). 

Along with interest, scholars document that school climate in general (Maehr & Midgley, 1996 [171]) and 
students’ views of teacher-leader caring in particular (Johnson, 2009 [111])) make an important “difference in 
the bottom line of education which is the investment of students in learning” (Maehr & Midgley, 1996, p. 100 
[171]). In places “where students believe their voices matter they are more likely to be invested” (Quaglia & 
Corso, 2014, p. 3 [218]). 

Moving to the second element of motivation, “schools and classrooms have been shown to vary in how they 
lead individuals to construe… the goals of a situation” (Maehr & Midgley, 1996, p. 48 [171]) and in “their 
achievement goal pursuit” (Davis, 2001, p. 448 [163]). “The point… is that school culture is likely to signifi-
cantly shape the individual goals students come to hold” (Maehr & Midgley, 1996, p. 66 [171]). Equally impor-
tant, we learn from analyses of motivation that youngsters’ assessments of general levels of care and support 
from teachers define these social contexts (Wentzel, 2002 [179]) and that “students with greater feelings of 
support from teachers are more likely to adopt prosocial goals” (Nichols, 2006, p. 256 [104]). Finally, we find 
that a caring and supportive culture increase the value students attribute to their learning (Murdock & Miller, 
2003 [144]). The overall theme here is “that students’ perceived task values differ as a result of teachers’ in-
structional practices and support” (Anderman, 2003, p. 8 [131]). Overall, the research reveals that perceived 
teacher-leader support is a powerful predictor of values (Murdock & Miller, 2002 [145]; Pavri & Monda-Amaya, 
2001 [113]). 

Further assessment of motivation confirms that interests, goals, and values influence the two other psycho-
logical states in the model in Figure 1. “In this regard, motivation is related to underlying psychological 
processes” (Appleton et al., 2008, p. 379 [203]). Turning first to sense of self, we discern that “higher levels of 
perceived control are positively related to motivation” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 673 [170]) and that “personal goal set-
ting is influenced by self-appraisal capabilities. The stronger the perceived self-efficacy, the higher the goal 
challenge” (Bandura, 1993,, p. 118 [168]). “Students who believe they are able and that they can do well are 
much more likely to be motivated” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 671 [170]).  

Social integration exposes similar influences (Anderman, 2003 [131]; Rudduck, 2007 [173]). That is, “psy-
chological connections to school play an important role in affecting student motivation” (Appleton et al., 2008, 
p. 377 [203]). Or as Ryan and team (1994, p. 226 [181]) express it, “in virtually every domain of human endea-
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vor there is mounting evidence that a network of supportive relationships facilitates an individual’s motivation.’ 
Belongingness or social integration mediates between teacher/leader-student relationships and motivation” 
(Epstein, 1981 [215] [216]; Nichols, 2006 [104]). A “student cannot progress to a subsequent stage of growth 
and knowledge without feeling a sense of belonging and acceptance from those in the immediate environment” 
(Booker, 2006, p. 5 [148]). “To summarize, longitudinal analyses reveal a pattern of continuing, significant, in-
dependent influence of opportunities for participation on students’ attitudes toward school” (Epstein, 1981, p. 99 
[220]). That is, belonging promotes positive dispositions toward school or belonging predicts motivation (Ni-
chols, 2006 [104]). We also learn that the positive effects of participation or attitudes are ongoing and cumula-
tive (Epstein, 1981 [220]). 

At the general level, high levels of motivation, as a psychological state, translate into greater effort (Piccolo, 
Greenbaum, Hartog, & Folger, 2010, p. 265 [221]). At the school level, we find that there is a “robust relation-
ship between cognitive engagement and investment in learning” (p. 381) and that students are more likely to be 
engaged when they have internalized a value for learning. Indeed, these internalized values are essential to stu-
dent engagement (Wigfield et al., 1998 [156]). Although, again we are confronted with the matter of causality, 
“it appears that the students who choose to become cognitively engaged… are those who are interested in and 
value the tasks they work on in classrooms” (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990, p. 37 [210]), i.e., they are motivated. 

We also see that motivation powers achievement (Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996 [222]; Rudduck & Flutter, 
2004 [204]). “There is a mutual concurrent effect of attitudes and classroom success” (Epstein, 1981b, p. 103 
[220]), one that occurs “indirectly and over time” (Epstein, 1981b, p. 103 [220]). Maehr and Fyans (1989, p. 216 
[207]) report that studies “have suggested that motivation accounts for between 16% - 20% of the variation in 
student achievement.” Later research concluded that “motivation accounted for up to 38% of the student 
achievement variance” (Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 216 [207]). Indeed, “there is a large literature that identifies… 
motivation beliefs as critical in understanding students’ academic outcomes” (Ryan, 2000, p. 102 [223]). That is, 
“motivation is the key, producing social, cognitive, and academic outcomes” (Wigfield et al., 1998, p. 91 [156]). 
Analysts have established linkages between the elements of motivation and academic achievement, including 
standardized test scores (Maehr & Midgley, 1996 [171]): “Perceived culture is associated with certain motiva-
tional cognitions that collectively appear to be related to performance [and] the motivational components are 
linked in important ways to student cognitive engagement and academic performance in the classroom” (Pin-
trich & DeGroot, 1990, p. 37 [210]). 

On one front, we see a connection between interest and learning. In his work, for example, Wentzel (2002, p. 
295 [179]) found that “interest in school was related significantly and positively to academic performance.” 
(Smerdon 2002, p. 289 [110]) confirms that students’ “commitment to academic work… is a key factor in ex-
plaining and enhancing students’ academic success,” including grades and test scores (Wentzel, 1998 [211]). 
Goals also influence learning and achievement for students (Pintrich, 2003 [170]). Finally, there is a docu-
mented connection between student values and learning: That is, “there is a positive relationship between stu-
dents’ valuing of school and school outcomes” (Quiroz, 2001, p. 340 [151]), one extending to students’ future 
economic well-being. Researchers conclude that the values in the motivation formula often are “prerequisite to 
academic learning” (Hamilton, 1983, p. 323 [224]) and securing a good education (Roeser et al., 2000 [103]). 
On the other hand, there is a strong linkage between “devaluing the importance of schooling… and lower aca-
demic performance” (Booker, 2006, p. 5. [148]). 

6.4. The State of Engagement 
We begin here with the argument that engagement is the door into important outcomes (May, Gilson, & Harter, 
2004 [225]). That is, “engagement is a basic human need mediating the relationship between the environment 
and performance” (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2003, p. 211 [226]). We agree with (Connell and Wellborn 1991 
[116]) that the analysis of engagement in schools needs to be highlighted more forcefully than it has in the past. 
To strengthen schools, it is essential, therefore, that increasing student engagement be relocated to the center 
stage of the school improvement production (Datnow, Park, & Kennedy, 2008 [227]; Joselowsky, 2007 [25]) 
and that we work to deepen our understanding of this pivotal construct (Fredricks et al., 2004 [6]; Marks, 2000 
[2]). One important step would “be to expand the priorities of schools to include engagement in learning as a 
central institutional goal along with meeting certain performance standards” (Connell & Wellborn, 1991, p. 70 
[116]). Positive teacher leadership and productive teacher-student relationships (Gardner et al., 2005 [40]; May-
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er, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes, & Salvador, 2009 [228]) nurture engagement and offset the dynamics that pro-
mote disengagement (Johnson, 2009 [111]; Willms, 2000 [100]). “Teachers’ behaviors in the classroom contin-
ue to impact the level of engagement with class material” (Davis, 2003, p. 211 [155]) or as Rodriguez (2008, p. 
768 [11]) encapsulates the message: “respectful relationships can significantly mediate academic engagement or 
disengagement.” That is, “engagement is a result of interaction between students, teachers, and the curriculum” 
(Taylor-Dunlop & Norton, 1997, p. 278 [229]). Qualities that “emerge within the relationship between students 
and teachers prove to be important not only for students’ academic engagement… but also for students social 
and emotional development” (Kennedy, 2011, p. 8 [109]). On the disengagement theme, (Murdock and team 
2000, p. 329 [145]) conclude that “student-teacher relationships may be the key to understanding the process of 
alienation from schooling.” More specifically, “studies of high school dropouts document poor relationships 
with teachers and perceived teacher disrespect/unfairness as central to students’ decision to leave school” (Mur-
dock et al., 2000, p. 329 [145]). “Students who feel unconnected… find it harder to become constructively in-
volved in academic activities… and should be more likely to be disaffected” (Furrer & Skinner, 2003, p. 149 
[202]). Researchers who investigate the workings of student engagement and disengagement in classrooms find 
that disengagement builds up over time and can become so severe that it leads to dropping out of school (Davis, 
2003 [155]). 

6.5. The Construct 
There are a variety of ways to build understanding of engagement in classroom organizations. A good way to 
begin is to examine definitions of the concept, acknowledging that there is some fuzziness across the various 
studies (Dahl, 1995 [230]; Marks, 2000 [2]). Furrer and Skinner (2003, p. 149 [202]) report that 

Engagement refers to active, goal-directed, flexible, constructive, persistent, focused interactions with the 
social and physical environment. In contrast patterns of disaffection, in which individuals are alienated, 
apathetic, rebellious, frightened, or burned out, turn people away from opportunities for learning. 

Newmann (1989, p. 34 [231]) provides the following definition. 

Engagement is more than motivation of the general desire to succeed in school. It involves participation, 
connection, attachment, and integration in particular settings and tasks. As such, engagement is the oppo-
site of alienation: isolation, separation, detachment, and fragmentation. Persons are engaged to a greater or 
lesser degree with particular other people, tasks, objects, or organizations. Thus, engagement helps to acti-
vate underlying motivation and can also generate new motivation. Engagement in academic work is the 
student’s psychological investment in learning, comprehending, and mastering knowledge or skills. Stu-
dents’ level of engagement in academic work can be inferred from the way they complete academic tasks: 
the amount of time they spend, the intensity of their concentration, the enthusiasm they express, and the 
degree of care they show. 

And Balfanz and team (2007, p. 224 [89]) “define school disengagement as a higher order factor composed of 
correlated subfactors measuring different aspects of the process of detaching from school, disconnecting from its 
norms and expectations, reducing effort and involvement at school, and withdrawing from a commitment to 
school and to school completion.” Wallace (1999, p. 52 [212]) reminds us engagement “goes beyond com-
pliance to denote a level of emotional involvement in school work.” “Engagement requires intention, concentra-
tion, and commitment by students” (Taylor-Dunlop & Norton, 1997, p. 278 [229]), “attendance, participation, 
attention, and behavior” (Kennedy, 2011, p. 7 [109]). 

Another way to peer into engagement is to review the components of this “meta construct” (Appleton et al., 
2008, p. 381 [203]). We understand, to begin with, that engagement is a multi-faceted concept (Li, Lynch, Kal-
vin, Liu, & Lerner, 2011 [232]; Wallace, 1996 [212]). Fredricks and associates 2004 [6]) provide us with the 
richest conceptual map of engagement, one that is scaffolded on three core pillars: cognitive engagement, emo-
tional engagement, and behavioral engagement. Cognitive engagement attends to issues of self regulation. The 
focus here is on metacognition and cognitive strategy use and investment in learning. It “includes flexibility in 
problem solving, preference for hard work, and positive coping in the face of failure” (p. 64 [6]). Emotional en-
gagement according to these scholars is often cast in terms of student identification with school, including an 
assortment of “emotions related to the school, schoolwork, and the people at the school” (p. 66 [6]). Finally, for 
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Fredricks and colleagues (2004 [6]) and other scholars of student engagement (Alexander et al., 1997 [125]; 
Balfanz et al., 2007 [89]; Voelkl, 1997 [127]), behavioral engagement includes general and specific actions, in-
cluding work-related and conduct actions such as putting forth effort, attending, participating, paying attention, 
and demonstrating persistence. More specifically, they define behavioral engagement in three ways. 

The first definition entails positive conduct, such as following the rules and adhering to classroom norms, 
as well as the absence of disruptive behaviors such as skipping school and getting in trouble. The second 
definition concerns involvement in learning and academic tasks and includes behaviors such as effort, per-
sistence, concentration, attention, asking questions, and contributing to class discussion. A third definition 
involves participation in school-related activities such as athletics or school governance. (Fredricks et al., 
2004, p. 61 [6]). 

We start with the fact that engagement and disengagement are two sides of a continuum (May et al., 2004 
[225]; Newmann et al., 1992 [7]). The job of teacher-leader is to get and keep students at the farthest right-hand 
side of that continuum, full and meaningful engagement in the classroom and the school, “arranging conditions 
so that people expend energy in ways that enhance engagement with work” (Newmann, 1981, p. 548 [56]). As 
suggested above, the roots of disengagement (or engagement) in classroom organizations can be traced to condi-
tions in the larger world of childhood and adolescence, to the alignment between this larger world and the focus 
and methods of schooling, and to actions specific to classrooms. At times, schools cause disengagement (Sara-
son, 1990 [58]). More often than not, however, they fail to ameliorate or exacerbate nascent disaffiliation (Baker 
et al., 1997 [138]), either by ignoring the realities of the larger world in which youngsters operate or ineptly (of-
ten thoughtlessly) attempting to force students to fit into prevailing school models (e.g., demonstrating un-
awareness of or rejecting cultural norms and values of working class and minority cultures) (Crosnoe, 2011 [90]; 
O’Connor, 1997 [99]). 

It is also instructive to see what is inside these components and to examine how they are measured. Appleton 
and colleagues (2008, p. 372 [203]) provide considerable knowledge here when they explain that  

Variables such as time on task, credits earned toward graduation, and homework completion represent in-
dicators of academic engagement, whereas attendance, suspensions, voluntary classroom participation, and 
extracurricular participation represent indicators of behavioral engagement. Cognitive and psychological 
engagement are considered less observable and gauged with more internal indicators, including 
self-regulation, relevance of schoolwork to future endeavors, value of learning, personal goals and auton-
omy as indicators of cognitive engagement and feelings of identification or belonging, and relationships 
with teachers and peers as indicators of psychological engagement. 

Other scholars point to strategies such as reports of engagement and disengagement by teacher-leaders and/or 
students (Connell & Wellborn, 1991 [116]). Still other analysts note the specific tools used to generate reports 
such as questionnaires, student writing assignment, and logs of participation and involvement (Furrer & Skinner, 
2003 [202]; Lodge, 2005 [233]). 

Relatedly, understanding is enhanced by identifying the indicators assessed in the quest to corral the compo-
nents of engagement (or disengagement) in schools. One indicator is “graduation from high school with suffi-
cient academic and social skills to partake in postsecondary enrollment options and/or the world of work” (Ap-
pleton et al., 2008, p. 372 [203]). Ryan (2000, p. 102 [223]) adds “participation in classes and time on home-
work” to the list (Kohl, 1994 [234]). (Connell and Wellborn 1991, p. 54 [116]) provide a number of other indi-
cators of student engagement, including on task vs. off-task behavior, tardiness, and classes skipped. (Burke and 
Grosvenor 2003 [120]) add truancy and Willms (2000 [100]) adds frequency of absence, class-skipping, and late 
arrival to school. Newmann (1989, p. 34 [231]) deepens our list of indicators, reporting that “levels of engage-
ment in academic work can be inferred from the way they [students] complete academic tasks: the amount of 
time they spend, the intensity of their concentration, the enthusiasm they express, and the degree of care they 
show.” 

6.6. Antecedents 
Not surprisingly, we find a robust mediated connection between leadership and engagement (Owens & Hekman, 
2012 [206]). We also see that positive school cultures are reflected through student-teacher/leader relationships 
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and school engagement (Moos & Moos, 1978 [235]). The overall storyline is that these powerful relations pro-
mote “vital engagement” while the absence of these ingredients leads to disengagement (Gardner et al., 2005, p. 
366 [40]). Fredricks and team (2004, p. 83 [6]) provide the anchoring statement here when they remind us that 
“engagement can result from a variety of antecedents in the context, both social and academic.”  

When we examine the cultural support dimension of classrooms, we uncover powerful effects on student en-
gagement (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004 [204]). That is, “students in schools with more elements of communal or-
ganization show higher engagement and greater gains in engagement over time” (Fredricks et al., 2004, p. 73 
[6]). Positive culture, i.e., care and support, or positive school psychology (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Lup-
pescu, & Easton, 2010 [236]) for youngsters is shown to be a central catalyst in fostering student engagement, 
especially for students from lower SES families (Felner et al., 2007 [1]; Ma & Klinger, 2000 [237]; Rumberger, 
2011 [98]). That is, the quality of student relationships with teacher-leaders is “significantly associated with ac-
tive engagement in schools” (Goodenow, 1993, p. 23 [122]), “school culture that prioritizes relationships can 
significantly mediate academic engagement” (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 768 [11]). We see at the center of the train of 
logic that “engagement with a task… is contingently related to personal and social relationships” (Wallace, 
1996b, p. 53 [213]). When “the conditions of learning are experienced as congenial then students are more likely 
to commit themselves to learning” (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004, p. 133 [204]). That is, “relatedness is something 
that influences engagement” (Wigfield et al., 1998, p. 76 [156]). 

Researchers confirm a strong positive linkage between care and engagement (Baker et al., 1997 [138]; Quint, 
2006 [62]). They also substantiate an association between students’ perceptions of teacher-leader support and 
active investment and involvement in the classroom and school (Battistich et al., 1995 [32]; Conchas, 2001 [33]), 
with all three types of involvement we presented earlier, cognitive, emotional and behavioral (Balfanz et al., 
2007 [89]; DeMaray & Malecki, 2002a, 2002b [84] [238]). Finally, an abundance of research draws empirical 
links between membership and engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004 [6]; Goodenow, 1993 [122]) as reflected in 
investment and participation (Ma, 2003 [199]; Osterman, 2000 [239]). 

Delving into care, we find that a number of elements have important implications for engagement. In (John-
son’s 2009, p. 101 [111]) review, we learn that “teacher caring accounted for 47% of the variance in student en-
gagement among high school junior and seniors in a middle income suburban community.” We would expect 
the number to be even larger in lower-SES communities (Quiroz, 2001 [151]; Stanton-Salazar, 1997 [240]). 
(Davis, 2003, p. 211 [155]) confirms that “teachers’ level of involvement with their students (both actual and 
perceived by the students) influenced quality of students’ behavioral and emotional engagement in school.” Re-
search uncovers voice and agency linked to student engagement as well (Morgan & Streb, 2001 [241]; Smyth, 
2006 [242]). “Students articulated how overlooking or negating students’ needs and devaluing their voices… 
produced disengagement from school and created apathy toward learning” (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 776 [11]). Being 
valued and being respected also are linked empirically to engagement (Kohl, 1994 [234]; McLean-Donaldson, 
1994 [243]). Indeed for “many students respect precedes engagement” (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 767 [11]). “If pupils 
feel that they matter in a school and that they are respected they are more likely to commit themselves to the 
school’s purposes” (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004, p. 133 [204]). That is, “students are more likely to engage in 
classroom activities if they feel supported and valued” (Wentzel, 1997, p. 417 [244]). For students from varied 
ethnicities and races, valuing is often conveyed in cultural appreciation (McLean-Donaldson, 1994 [243]; Tyson, 
2002 [245]). For example, in the (McLean-Donaldson work 1994, p. 27 [243]) “students of color were very of-
ten resentful of unequal treatment and tended to internalize this mistreatment by withdrawing their interest in 
classes… They also felt cheated and disrespected, because they were aware that their cultural groups made ma-
jor contributions to the United States but were still ignored in the curricula.” Warmth is implicated in the en-
gagement/disengagement narrative as well (Goldstein, 1999 [246]). So too are student assessments of fairness 
(or equal treatment) by teacher-leaders (Nichols, 2006 [104]). For example, (Murdock and colleagues 2000, p. 
329 [145]) inform us that “studies of high school dropouts document… perceived teacher disrespect/unfairness 
as central to students’ decisions to leave school.” 

In parallel fashion researchers document the robust role of teacher-leader support in enhancing engagement 
and preventing disengagement (Davis, 2003 [155]; Kosciw et al., 2012 [129]), what Ryan and team (1994, p. 
237 [181]) refer to as “the real-world importance of students underlying beliefs that teachers represent sources 
of interpersonal support.” Powerfully, Appleton and team (2008, p. 374 [203]) conclude that “engaged students 
perceive more support from teachers and peers and that this perception leads to a beneficial cycle of increased 
levels of engagement and increased adult support.” Open communication is one of the elements inside the do-
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main of support that has been empirically linked to engagement (Birch & Ladd, 1997 [54]). So too are strategies 
that support students in the augmentation of social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 1997 [240]). Academic support is 
another piece of the narrative that prevents disengaged student actions (Bru et al., 2002 [29]). (Wallace 1996b, p. 
34 [213]) adds that “‘engagement’ is best sustained… in a supportive and interesting cultural environment,” that 
is, “students feel supported when teachers take the time to create environments that are culturally relevant and 
meaningful places for learners.” On the other hand, “attempts to ‘monoculture’” (Nieto, 1994, p. 402 [118]) 
have been surfaced as a cause of student disengagement via dropping out (Wilson & Corbett, 2001 [247]). Con-
tinuing with our eyes on the negative aspects of support, analysts have determined that classrooms “low in 
teacher support tend to have higher rates of student absenteeism” (Moos & Moos, 1978, p. 265 [235]). Similarly, 
(Quiroz 2001 [151]) and Stanton-Salazar (1997 [240]) report that antagonistic or apathetic actions by teacher- 
leaders can lead to “the institutionalization of detachment” (p. 7).  

A nearly identical theme is evident with the three intermediate outcomes in Figure 1. Each of the three me-
diating variables can enrich or diminish engagement. Sense of self in terms of “self esteem and academic self ef-
ficacy” (Saunders et al., 2004, p. 86 [160]) is associated with “intentions to complete the school year” (p. 86) for 
example. We also know “that students who value self-respect exhibit (statistically) significantly lower frequency 
on delinquent behavior” (Ma, 2003, p. 341 [199]). Pintrich and DeGroot (1990, p. 37 [210]) also tell us “that 
self-respect plays a facilitative role in cognitive engagement.” “Confident students will be more cognitively en-
gaged in learning and thinking than students who doubt their capabilities to do well” (Pintrich, 2003, p. 671 
[170]). Self-concept as reflected in measures of competence (Fredricks et al., 2004 [6]), “student appraisals of 
personal skillfulness” (Laffey, 1982, p. 62 [248]), and agency is powerfully linked with student engagement. In 
a similar fashion, motivation is linked to classroom engagement (Hattie, 2009 [37]; Opdenakker et al., 2012 
[55]). “Students who are more motivated to learn the material (not just get good grades)… are more cognitively 
engaged in trying to learn and comprehend the material” (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990, p. 37 [210]). (Pintrich and 
DeGroot 1990, p. 37 [210]) argue that a focus on “intrinsic value for schoolwork… may lead to more cognitive 
engagement in the day-to-day work of the classroom.” (Appleton and team 2008 [203]) reach a similar conclu-
sion on student identification. 

Other scholars have uncovered powerful connections between social integration and student engagement 
(Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997 [76]); Newmann, 1992 [91]; Voelkl, 1997 [127]). 

Turning to social integration, (Gibson and team 2004, p. 129 [107]) tell us that “research points… to a strong 
and positive link between students’ subjective sense of belonging in school and their participation… Quite 
simply students function better and participate more in school settings and situations when they feel they belong.” 
(McMahon and team 2009, p. 270 [114]) carry us a bit further, concluding that “students who feel greater school 
belonging are likely more motivated to attend school and to put forth greater effort because of external choice.” 
More specifically still, (Mahoney and Cairne’s 1997 [249]) results indicate that social integration decreases ear-
ly school dropout. This is especially the case for those students most at risk. “Students who report greater per-
ceptions of belonging are less likely to be absent from school” as well (Nichols, 2006, p. 257 [104]). Social in-
tegration defined as greater opportunities to be involved in school decision making provides an avenue to en-
gage youngsters in the school community (Mitra & Gross, 2009 [250]). 

On the downside, we learn that “many students do not feel accepted by their classmates or teachers. Gradually 
these students withdraw from school life and become disaffected from school” (Willms, 2000, p. 3 [100]). We 
also discover that in “contexts where students experience feelings of rejection or alienation, their participation 
declines” (Gibson et al., 2004, p. 129 [107]). (Ma 2003, p. 340 [199]) informs us that research “indicates that 
sense of belonging is a direct cause of dropping out of high school.” Such disengagement, disaffection, and/or 
alienation from school often has quite negative consequences (Richert, 1994 [251]), including rejection of the 
moral worth of the classroom organization (Stinchcombe, 1964 [252]); disruption in class and “exerting negative 
influence on other students” (Willms, 2000, p. 3 [100]); gang-connected problems (Ma, 2003 [199]); dropping 
out of school (Patterson et al., 2007 [43]); bullying (Chaplain 1996a [196]); and student resistance (Dillon, 1989 
[191]), such as “maintaining a noisy and extrovert disdain for [school] work” (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004, p. 69 
[204]). 

6.7. Outcomes of Engagement 
We have learned over the years that engagement is a “teaching indicator” (Harter et al., 2003, p. 220 [226]) for 



J. Murphy 
 

 
262 

important distal outcomes both in organizations in general and in classrooms in particular (Connell & Welborn, 
1991 [116]; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990 [210]), such as individual well-being and organizational performance 
(Gardner et al., 2005 [40]). e.g., engagement generates higher frequency of positive affect: (Harter et al., 2003, p. 
2 [226]), work-related performance (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998 [175]), and positive social behavior. On a broad 
front, engagement is always a necessity for acquiring knowledge and skills (Wallace, 1996 [212]). The starting 
message in classrooms is that to improve achievement teachers need to first learn how to engage students (Levin, 
2000 [253]). In their research, (Connell and Wellborn 1991, p. 59 [116]) uncovered “direct relations between 
positive and negative aspects of perceived competence [and] student engagement support.” 

A comparison of scores from the pupil self-concept of learner scale for the engaged and disengaged pupils 
showed that the scores of the disengaged pupils were significantly lower on every aspect of the scale. The 
disengaged pupils felt that they had greater difficulty in particular with task orientation and with more ab-
stract problem solving tasks. They were more likely to experience difficulties with writing, coping with 
tests and doing homework. They were less likely to feel good about their school work. The disengaged pu-
pils also indicated that they had a tendency to give up more easily in school work, to do things without 
thinking, to make mistakes because they didn’t listen, and to give up if they didn’t understand something. 
(Chaplain, 1996a, p. 106 [196]). 

While researchers routinely have confirmed the conclusion that there is a strong relationship between partici-
pation and achievement, Appleton and colleagues (2008, p. 374 [203]) also find that there are “larger differences 
at higher levels of participation than at lower levels.” Not surprisingly then, engagement is a powerful “predictor 
of children’s long-term academic achievement and their eventual completion of school” (Furrer & Skinner, 2003, 
p. 149 [202]). For example, (Saunders and associates 2004 p. 82 [160]) disclose that “when academic disen-
gagement begins in elementary school, it is more difficult for young men to be well prepared for more challeng-
ing high school curriculums, putting them at risk for further failure and dropout.” The summative message is 
“that classroom specific effort and engagement are related significantly to academic performance” (Wentzel, 
1998, p. 203 [211]). That is, “engaged students tend to earn higher grades, perform better on tests, and drop out 
at lower rates, while lower levels of engagement place students at risk for negative outcomes” (Appleton et al., 
2008, p. 383 [203]). 

6.8. Academic and Social Learning 
Throughout this paper, we have driven home three critical points from the research. First, student-teacher/leader 
relationships are the center of gravity for the effective schools universe. Second, these relations play out through 
a culture of care and support. Third, support and care power up a series of intermediate variables (i.e., sense of 
self, social integration, and motivation) that deepen student engagement which, in turn, pushes social and aca-
demic outcomes upward, i.e., “without care, learning cannot occur” (Richert, 1994 [251]). This script is both 
parsimonious and powerful. In this section, we take on one more assignment, a review with the lens focused 
specifically on the outcome vector of the script just reviewed. To start, we make clear that the academic out-
comes fall into the last box in our model (see Figure 1). While the direction of the flow of influence in our 
model is dominant, reciprocity is evident as well, e.g., motivation influences engagement and engagement in-
fluences motivation. For example, (Tyson 2002, p. 1184 [245]) informs us that his study “suggests that… 
achievement outcomes play a central role in the development of attitudes toward school” and Appleton and as-
sociates (2008, p. 376 [203]) find that “previous achievement bolsters future levels of identification.” We also 
want to underscore the fact that researchers have assessed a variety of outcomes that extend beyond student 
academic and social learning, to benefits for teacher-leaders and the larger organization (Rudduck, 2007 [173]). 
Included here is the fact that productive culture within the bond of positive teacher/leader-student relationships 
can help teachers grow and enrich the craft and success of their teaching. For example, “it is abundantly clear… 
that pupils can offer their teachers much thoughtful, constructive and helpful commentary on life and learning in 
their classrooms” (Arnot, McIntyre, Pedder, & Reay, 2004, p. 88 [254]). They bring their teachers understanding 
(Bragg, 2007 [255]; Fielding, 2004 [256] [257]), the grist for the formation of classrooms as learning communi-
ties (Lodge, 2005 [233]; Rodriguez, 2008 [11]), including “the collective knowledge that emerges from a group 
sharing experiences and understanding the social influences that affect individual lives” (Wallerstein & 
Bernstein, 1988, p. 381 [258]). Positive teacher/leader-student relationships are also at the heart of the creation 
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of “healthy organizations” (Frost, 2003, p. 10 [259]). 
Turning the lens back to students and moving beyond the confines of academic achievement and school social 

learning (e.g., student satisfaction, commitment to life-long learning), we discover that care and support “make 
help seeking easier” (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 766 [11]). They often “open doors and provide the resources required 
for academic success” (Gibson et al., 2004, p. 131 [107]). Student wellbeing also may be enhanced by fostering 
a school environment of support (McNeely et al., 2002 [158]). Care and support can enhance the meaningful-
ness of schooling for youngsters (Hamilton, 1983 [224]) as well as promote a sense of specialness (Dillon, 1989 
[191]). Action and climate in the type of classroom organizations we have portrayed herein are associated with 
“more favorable reactions to school life” (Epstein, 1981b, p. 106 [220]). Students tend to feel “happier and more 
secure… in innovation oriented, structured affiliation oriented and supportive oriented classes” (Moos, 1978, p. 
61 [260]). Students are “more satisfied and higher on well being in less structured classes emphasizing teach-
er-student and student-student support” (Moos, 1979, p. 188 [261]). In his study, for example, (Moos 1979, p. 
190 [261]) found that “the classroom climate block explained… 20 to 25 percent of the predictable variance in 
students sense of well being and satisfaction with learning.” In short, there is “strong support for the general 
hypothesis that the differences in classroom environments are systematically related to different student satisfac-
tions” (Trickett & Moos, 1974, p. 7 [262]). Analysts also reveal that the effects of the full model include “a dis-
position to life-long learning” (Willms, 2000, p. 3 [100]). Care and support “gives pupils the knowledge and 
skills necessary for taking an active role in a democratic society in later life” (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004, p. 18 
[154]). Finally, researchers find “compelling evidence” that care and support inside healthy student-teacher/ 
leader relationships are related to longer-term outcomes as well. Support is connected to health and well-being 
(Harter et al., 2003 [226]) and “contributes to the quality of life of youths” (Willms, 2000, p. 86 [100]), now and 
in the future (Miron & Lauria, 1998 [263]). On the latter point, for example, we know that “through relation-
ships with institutional agents, a segment of society gains the resources, privileges, and support necessary to ad-
vance and maintain their economic and political position in society” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 6 [240]). It is al-
so hypothesized that students ensconced in relationships of care and support “will subsequently be engaged in 
their work environments [while] extreme disaffection from the school and truancy in particular are associated 
with marital problems, violence, adult criminality and incarceration” (Willms, 2000, p. 56 [100]). And while it is 
only lightly treated in the educational research, there is some sense that all the outcomes associated with support 
grow the longer students are in such environments (Epstein, 1981 [219]). 

Returning specifically to the impacts of care and support, presented below is a summary of what we have re-
ported so far. In the largest sense, we know that students crave meaningful relationships (Marquez-Zenkov, 
2007 [264]). We know that these “relationships mediate learning” (Davis, 2003, p. 222 [156]). We understand 
that “relationships with teachers can have a profound effect on student learning and growth” (Kennedy, 2011, p. 
9 [109]). “Teacher-child closeness” (Birch & Ladd, 1997, p. 61 [54]) and connection with teacher-leaders are 
related to academic and social outcomes (Davis, 2001 [163]). (Pianta 1999, p. 12 [178]) taps this nicely when he 
tells us that “in both risk and nonrisk samples, a focus on enhancing child-teacher relationships can be expected 
to elevate competency levels and help attenuate the rates of failure currently present in public schools.” (Howard 
2001, p. 134 [265]) adds the following on the consequences of relationships: “lack of personal teacher-student 
relationships as reflected in a lack of caring and overall teacher apathy were contributing factors to school fail-
ure.” In general, we know that caring has “positive organizational effects” (Kroth & Keeler, 2009, p. 513 [9]), 
enhances resilience (Wilson & Ferch, 2005 [149]), commitment (Fehr & Gelfand, 2012 [266]; Leroy, Polanski 
& Simons, 2012 [267]) and citizenship behaviors (Peterson, Galvin, & Lange, 2012 [268]) and “collective 
processes” (Lawrence & Maitlis, 2012, p. 658 [269]), trust (Gardner et al., 2005 [40]), and morale (Lawrence & 
Maitlis, 2012 [269]). In particular, we know that “child-teacher relationships play an important role in develop-
ing skills in the areas of peer relations, emotional development, and self regulation; in competencies such as 
problem solving and self esteem” (Pianta, 1999, p. 67 [178]); in “effective growth” (Walberg & Anderson, 1968, 
p. 417 [270]); in engagement in school (Rodriguez, 2008 [11]); in students’ “social and emotional functioning” 
(Roeser et al., 2000, p. 447 [103]); in academic effort (Howard, 2002 [271]; Johnson, 2009 [111]); and in 
achievement (Davis, 2003 [155]; Kennedy, 2011 [109]). We also have seen that “cognitive and social develop-
ment are severely affected by extremely adverse environments” (Masten et al., 1990, 435 [172]) and the result-
ing “dysfunctional attributes” that can take hold of the organization (Cameron et al., 2004, p. 777 [39]) and 
dysfunctional conflicts that take hold in relationships (Ferch & Mitchell, 2001 [272]). 

Without revisiting already covered findings, we conclude that, “it is noteworthy that overall school culture… 



J. Murphy 
 

 
264 

is associated with students’ motivational orientation, which in turn was related to performance on standardized 
measures of achievement in major instructional domains” (Maehr & Midgley, 1996, p. 96 [171]). Or more suc-
cinctly, “children’s perceptions of teacher support and caring have been related to a range of… student outcomes” 
(Pianta, 1999, p. 93 [178]). Or more succinctly still, “perceived quality of school climate is linked to academic 
performance” (Kuperminc et al., 1997. p. 76 [143]). It is the “psychological characteristics” that matter most 
(Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 243 [207]). Scholarly analyses have arrived at similar conclusions about the effect of 
school climate on math and reading grades (Wright & Cowen, 1982 [273]) and “different kinds of cognitive 
growth” (Walberg & Anderson, 1968, p. 417 [270]). Looking at the indicators developed, we see evidence of 
effects across a range of empirical studies and scholarly reviews. Respect, encouragement, and support in gener-
al are highlighted in these analyses (Booker, 2006 [148]; Rodriguez, 2008 [11]). So too is ownership (Wigfield 
et al., 1998 [156]) and voice (Arnot et al., 2004 [254]; Mitra & Gross, 2009 [250]). We discover also that “cul-
tural and linguistic incorporation in the school curriculum is a significant predictor of academic success as 
measured by standardized tests of reading” (Zanger, 1993, p. 178 [274]). Warmth inside supportive relationships 
also is linked significantly to achievement (Booker, 2006 [148]). The takeaway message is that in general there 
is a significant effect between leadership and organizational performance (Frost, 2003 [259]; Harter et al., 2003 
[226]; Peterson et al., 2012 [268]; Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum, & Kuenzi, 2012 [275]; Walumbwa, Avolio, 
Gardner, Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008 [276]), there is a “causal chain leading from school culture… to achieve-
ment” (Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 233 [207]). 

7. Discussion 
7.1. Caveats and Cautions 
Before we close, some cautions merit attention. First, few studies track the full course of teacher-leader care and 
support from relationships to intermediate outcomes (e.g., motivation), to engagement, to learning. While we 
construct this chain below (see Figure 1), it is important to remember that we bundled together studies that ex-
amine single couplings (e.g., engagement to achievement) as we developed our analysis. 

Second, there is some overlap with the concept we explore here. And there is overlap between our under-
standing of caring leadership and other practice-framed descriptions of leadership (e.g., authentic leadership, 
virtuous leadership) (Lennick & Kiel, 2007 [277]; Lilius, Worline, Maitlis, Kanov, Dutton, & Frost, 2008 [278]; 
Mayer et al., 2012 [275]). On one level this is inevitable as forms of leadership and their defining elements 
overlap in the research. On a second level, it may have a unifying effect, for as (Nussbaum 1996, p. 29 [279]) 
reminds us “on the whole the philosophical tradition is in such vigorous conversation that these terms are fre-
quently used as translations of one another and are thus pulled toward one another in meaning.”  

Third, our chronicle attends to the general picture, a reality that established “boundary conditions” for our 
work (Dutton, Worline, Frost, & Lilius, 2006, p. 38 [280]). Sub-narratives that are “unique to sites and tend to 
grade level, subject matter, location, and background of participants” (Alvermann, Young, Weaver, Hinchman, 
Moore, Phelps, & Zalewski, 1996, p. 265 [281]) are not examined in any detail. This choice, while necessary, 
compromises the “ability to understand the nuances of individual contexts” (p. 265). 

Fourth, we see here only one dynamic in the explanatory framework of student outcomes, student-teacher re-
lationships focused on the cultural sphere of classrooms. Many other issues, both in school and externally 
(Rauner, 2000 [282]) influence the outcomes in our model. Relational coordination among teacher-leaders is 
important but is not examined herein (Gittell, 2000 [133], 2003 [183]). More critically, the instructional actions 
of teacher-leaders are only indirectly treated here. The effects here depend on the goals and preferences of the 
children (Moos & David, 1981 [283]) and student background (Moos & Moos, 1978 [235]). We also know that 
“students’ views of the larger economic world may predict their behavior related to schools” (Murdock et al., 
2000, p. 346 [145]). So too, students “willingness to work in class depends on the students’ cognitive image of 
the classroom in which his work yields future rewards” (Stinchcombe, 1964, p. 19 [252]). Peers are powerfully 
linked to care and support (Li et al., 2011 [232]). Parent-child relationships also shape students’ relationships 
with peers and teachers (Connell & Wellborn, 1991 [116]). The size of the school (Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Ec-
cles, 1989 [284]) and the characteristics of the school do so as well (Willms, 2000 [100]). “The larger psycho-
logical environment of the school is not an irrelevant variable” either (Maehr & Fyans, 1989, p. 244 [207]). 
(Crosnoe and associates 2004, p. 71 [132]) portray this larger storyline here by reminding us that “research re-
cognizes the value of approaching social issues at the intersection of interpersonal and institutional contexts. In-
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dividual behavior is closely related to personal relationships, but such relationships are dependent, in part, on the 
institutions in which they take place.” 

Fifth, for purposes of analysis we primarily follow the links of the chain in Figure 1 from left to right (e.g., 
motivation to engagement). It is essential to note, however, that energy between the links flows in both direc-
tions (e.g., engagement to performance). That is, we know that “the interplay between social variables within the 
context of schooling almost certainly is reciprocal in nature” (Anderman, 2003, p. 8 [131]). Outcomes can be 
precursors and precursors can be outcomes in our model (Anderman, 2003 [131]; Piccolo et al., 2010 [221]). 
More specifically, as an example, “positive self-concept may be both a contributor to and a result of successful 
school achievement” (Silverstein & Krate, 1975, p. 209 [205]).  

Sixth, the very notion of connected linkages tells us that the pathway from leader support to learning is indi-
rect (Avolio et al., 2004 [38]). You cannot go from support directly to performance (Maehr & Fyans, 1989 
[207]). There are mediating links along the voyage. Seventh, as we have noted above “contextual moderators” 
(Mayer et al., 2009, p. 11 [228]) and boundary conditions are important (Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & 
Blume, 2009 [285]). See (Johns, 2006 [286] for a comprehensive review of context.) For example, analysts tell 
us that “students’ reactions are systematically affected by length of time in participating environments” (Epstein, 
1981b, p. 96 [219]), especially extended time in negative environments in which “expressive alienation” (Stin-
chcombe, 1964, p. 49 [252]) has accumulated (Larkin, 1979 [287]; Murdock et al., 2000 [145]), where a “school- 
alienated life-style among children” is pervasive (Silverstein & Krate, 1975, p. 23 [205]). These researchers also 
inform us that context includes the ethnicity of children (Maehr & Fyans, 1989 [207]), “expected occupational 
destinies” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 15 [240]), student age (Lehr et al., 2004 [152]), and socio-economic condi-
tions (Willms, 2000 [100])—for example, working class minority students who are “not competent cultural de-
coders within mainstream institutions including the school” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 25 [240]).  

Seventh, our work is focused on explanations, showing what is, and on opening pathways of improvement. 
However, “the practice of care is complex” (Tronto, 1993, p. 124 [4] and as Maehr and Midgley (1996, p. 125 
[171]) reminds us, improvement “will not happen automatically. Even knowing what to do does not ensure that 
something will be done.” 

Eight, while we do not have the space to examine it here, it is important to acknowledge the difficulties of 
creating care and support as well as the potential dark side of caring (See Grimshaw, 1986 [288]), a concern that 
requires special attention in schools because of the “presumption of virtue” (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 182 [86]) and 
significant power differentials between classroom leaders and the students being led (Kelsey, 1981 [66], Sernak, 
1998 [289]). More concretely (Sernak, 1998, p. 18 [289]) warns us that “nurturing an ethic of caring within 
structures that are bureaucratic and hierarchial [can] be a daunting task,” i.e., often problematic (Rynes, Bar-
tunke, Dutton, & Margolis, 2012 [290]). The possibility of “the ethic of care becoming simply another tool to 
maintain a rule-bound bureaucratic organizational structure” is quite real. We note here the warning of Carl 
(Rogers 1961, p. 45 [291]) of the dangers “manufactured relationships”: and of Owens and Hekman (2012 [206]) 
on the dangers of false behaviors. Looking outward, we also learn of a problematic state of affairs: “care has lit-
tle status in our society” (Tronto, 1993, p. 122 [4]). “Care is devalued and those who do caring work are deva-
lued” (p. 114). 

Finally, we also acknowledge that there are “inherent risks and costs” that can accompany “the enactment of 
an ethic of care” Lawrence & Maitlis, 2012, p. 66 [269]). Seen here is the fact that “care involves conflict” 
(Trronto, 1993, p. 10 [4]) and care makes individuals vulnerable (Regan & Brooks, 1995 [292]; Rynes et al., 
2012 [290]; Senge, 1997 [293]), and can lead to burn out (Wuthnow, 1991 [294]). To care is to be open and “to 
be open is an enormously risky enterprise” (Vanier, 1998, p. 79 [74]). Particularly relevant here also is the pos-
sibility of subversion of a didactic concept moved to the organizational level (Liedtka, 1996 [295]; Madden, 
Duchon, Madden, & Plowman, 2012 [296])—taking care for rather than taking care of (Sernak, 2004 [297]) the 
danger of moving from relationships to transactions (Liedtka, 1996 [295]), and to seeing people as objects 
(Caldwell & Dixon, 2009 [36]; Rogers, 1961 [291]). In particular, “caring in its ethical sense cannot be grafted 
onto organizations. Caring is difficult today in rule-based hierarchies because they are not designed to foster 
care” (Liedtka, 1996, p. 192 [295]), they impede care in organizations in general and schools in particular 
(Marshall, Patterson, Rogers, & Steels, 1996 [298]; Sernak, 1998 [289]). 

7.2. Contributions 
This is the first work to employ the frame of “teacher as unit leader,” a perspective we find in other organiza-



J. Murphy 
 

 
266 

tions, that is as a leader of her or his own classroom. Teachers, in the organizational literature have nearly un-
iversally been treated as workers impacted by higher-ups in the system. Not surprisingly then, this work is also 
the first piece of scholarship to bring concepts from positive organizational scholarship to the teacher in her or 
his role of unit leader. Since there are over one million teachers in the United States alone, developing an under-
standing of the teacher in a broader organizational context offers the potential of surfacing important new in-
sights. 

Because the work of school improvement generally and teaching in particular has been cast in negative hues 
(Cassidy & Bates, 2005 [105]; Luthans, 2002 [72]; Sarason, 1990 [58]), the application of positive organization-
al scholarship to teacher-leaders (and schooling more generally) has been quite limited. We undercut this pattern 
by emphasizing “the virtue of moral psychology” (Solomon, 1998, p. 515 [299]), “a positive moral perspective” 
(Walumbwa et al., 2008, p. 92 [276]), and “organizational virtuousness” (Caza et al., 2004, p. 74 [82]) in de-
veloping an understanding of teacher as leader of an organizational unit. We are “positively oriented, focused 
not on problems or deficits but on healthy development and function” (Rauner, 2000, p. 72 [282])—a “shift in 
emphasis in organizational development from ‘fixing’ organizational problems to identifying and growing orga-
nizational strengths” (Lawrence & Maitlis, 2012 [269]). (See the edited volumes by Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 
2003 [300] and Snyder & Lopez, 2009 [301] to explore this perspective.) 

The article also provides an empirically and theoretically rich, mediated understanding of the pathways be-
tween the role of the teacher leader as provider of care and support and valued organizational outcomes. The 
model we develop establishes a productive framework for additional and more focused study of impacts of 
classroom units of schools. Because a culture of care and support has been associated with organizational per-
formance, the idea of illuminating that pathway seems to be timely and important. 

There is also a growing sense that teacher leadership in recent decades has lost its moorings in the relational 
aspects of classroom-based work. As we see in organizations in general, “the focus seems to be on individual 
traits and decision making rather than the more socially embedded” dimensions of the role (Glynn & Jamerson, 
2006, p. 157 [302]), “an overemphasis on the asocial dimensions” of the work (p. 158), and conceptions of job 
that underscore “following of routinized practices” (p. 164) that have the potential to push caring and supportive 
relationships to the sideline (Frost, 2003 [259]). 
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