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Even though well-being in the domain of school is important for mental health, time 

trend research of this topic is limited. In particular, there is a lack of research investigating 

differences between ethnic minority and majority students, and there is a lack of literature 

empirically exploring possible explanations for the time trends in school well-being. The 

aims of this study were to investigate time trends in school well-being among adolescents in 

Oslo, explore moderations by gender and ethnicity, and uncover potential underlying factors 

for the possible time trends.  

This study used data from the Young in Oslo surveys, conducted by NOVA. Time 

trends of school well-being, and possible explanations, were analysed based on responses 

from a representative sample of 20,403 students in secondary schools in Oslo from 1996, 

2006 and 2015. Analysis of variance was used to test for time trends in school well-being, 

and identify any differences across gender and ethnicity in these trends. Further, analysis of 

covariance was used to control for the social relationships to teachers, peers and parents to 

see if this reduced the effect of time. Finally, linear regression analysis was used to identify 

changes in the associations between the social relationships and school well-being over time.  

Results indicated an increase in school well-being from 1996 to 2006, and again to 

2015. Ethnicity moderated the time trends, with ethnic minority students reporting higher 

school well-being than their majority peers. However there was a larger increase among the 

ethnic Norwegian students over time, resulting in no ethnic differences in 2015. The levels 

of the social variables changed over time, however not in accordance with levels of school 

well-being. Nevertheless, the increase in school well-being can be interpreted in light of 

increasingly strong correlations to relationships to peers. This means that the increase in 

school well-being was mainly seen among those who had friends, and were never bullied.  

The increasing correlations between school well-being, friendships and bullying 

were discussed regarding speculations of higher social demands at school, and increased use 

of social media. Implications of these results include efforts to address the well-being in 

school among the proportion of adolescents who are being bullied or have no friends, and to 

ensure that all students, regardless of ethnic background, will continue the positive trends of 

school well-being. 
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Introduction 
The aim of this study is to explore time trends in school well-being among students 

in secondary schools in Oslo. In modern industrialised societies adolescents spend the 

equivalent of a working day in school or with school related activities. How they experience 

this setting is therefore of great significance to their general well-being. Moreover, that a 

student has a sense of well-being in school can enhance academic achievement (Huebner & 

Gilman, 2006), enhance general happiness (Stiglbauer, Gnambs, Gamsjäger, & Batinic, 

2013), has been found to protect against dropping out (Lunde, 2012; White, 2010), can 

protect against depression (Bakken, 2015; Sletten & Bakken, 2016) and externalising 

problems (DeSantis King, Huebner, Suldo, & Valois, 2006). Hence, well-being in school is 

seen as vital for adolescents and their mental health.  

Schools in Norway are obliged by law to encourage psychosocial development, and 

ensure safety and belonging so as to warrant health and well-being and create an optimal 

learning environment (Opplæringslova, 1998, §9a-1, §9a-3). This requires updated 

knowledge of how students feel about going to school, and any changes in school well-being 

over time. Further, it is of interest in order to support students through their time at school, 

to explore which underlying factors may account for possible time trends in school well-

being. Even though some studies have examined time trends in school well-being, there is a 

lack of updated information, and of research looking into explanations of such trends over 

time. Apart from generally looking into these possible time trends as seen over the past two 

decades (1996-2015), the present study will also specifically address the fact that Oslo is a 

growing city with increased ethnic diversity and look at differences between groups based 

on gender and ethnicity. In search of explanatory factors, the main focus will be on social 

relationships such as support from parents, teachers and peers. These relationships could 

explain the trends in school well-being either by changes in level of such variables, or 

changes in the correlation and relevance between them and school well-being. Both options 

will be tested. 

 

School Well-Being  

Many terms have been used to investigate students’ experience of school, such as 

school attachment, school connectedness, school belonging and school engagement (Libbey, 

2004). Libbey argued that although these often have some unique features, many main 

elements are shared between the terms. One such element is ‘liking school’ which refers to 

how students feel about being at school and their positive attitude towards and enjoyment of 
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school (Libbey, 2004). This element and its definition are consistently used, for instance that 

school well-being refers to the student’s own feelings of positive school experiences and of 

liking school (Helsedirektoratet, 2015; Huebner & Gilman, 2006). Prominent frameworks of 

school well-being, such as the School Well-Being Model also uses a similar 

conceptualisation of personal positive experiences in school settings and positive attitudes 

towards school (Konu & Rimpela, 2002). As school well-being is consistently used in many 

frameworks, this paper will use this term, unless essentially different conceptualisations are 

stated, acknowledging still that other terms and measurements exist for the general idea of 

students’ feeling towards school. 

School well-being can be seen as a domain-specific aspect of general subjective 

well-being. An important component of overall well-being is, among other things, domain 

satisfaction (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). This domain encompasses satisfactions 

with family, leisure, the self, the group and work. When speaking of adolescents it is logical 

to include school in this component. Seen in this light, school is an essential domain for 

adolescents, and well-being within this domain is regarded as a contributor to general well-

being.  

Studies of both cross-sectional and longitudinal designs highlight the importance of 

school well-being in regards to adolescent mental health. One study investigated levels of 

school well-being against measures of marks, participation in extracurricular activities, self-

esteem and general life satisfaction (Huebner & Gilman, 2006). The students in secondary 

school with high levels of school well-being had higher levels in all of these four measures. 

Thus school well-being was linked to academic achievement, social participation and better 

mental health. These findings have been replicated in Norway, where school well-being has 

been found to be a predictor of school marks and quality of life among 11-15 year olds 

(Samdal, 2009).  

As seen in these studies, school well-being seems not only linked to specific school-

related factors as it is also associated with mental health issues. An investigation of time 

trends in depressive symptoms among adolescents found correlations between depressive 

symptoms and school well-being (Sletten & Bakken, 2016). They concluded that students 

with low school well-being were at higher risk of depressive symptoms than students with 

high school well-being, especially for girls. Another study from the US reported that 

adolescents from 11 to 19 years old with higher school well-being were less likely to be 

involved in delinquent and aggressive behaviour compared to those with lower school well-
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being (DeSantis King et al., 2006). Thus, school well-being is associated with general 

mental health issues of both externalising and internalising behaviours.  

From these studies no direction of causality can be determined as the studies were 

not longitudinal. Samdal (2009) argued that it would be meaningful, based on theoretical 

arguments, to assume a reciprocal association between mental health and school well-being. 

One such longitudinal study found that school well-being measured at one particular time 

predicted school withdrawal behaviour (defined as not participating or engaging in school) 

at a second observation one year later (Elmore & Huebner, 2010). Another longitudinal 

study found that higher school well-being predicted lower drop out rates at the second 

investigation (Orpinas & Raczynski, 2016). These findings were also supported through 

qualitative interviews asking students directly for the reasons why they dropped out or had 

low attendance. The results indicated that low school well-being was one of the highest 

ranked reasons for not going to school, together with influence of friends, and personal and 

social reasons (White, 2010). Finally, one longitudinal study followed students over a year 

through the transition from primary to secondary school in Australia (Lester, Waters, & 

Cross, 2013). They found a reciprocal relationship between depressive and anxious 

symptoms on the one side and school well-being on the other. That is, school well-being 

affected internalising problems, and internalising problems affected school well-being.  

In summary, studies indicate that not only is school well-being important for 

academic and school-related issues, it serves as a proxy for both externalising and 

internalising mental health issues, and life satisfaction.  

 

Time Trends in School Well-Being 

To further gain knowledge in order to provide help and support for adolescents and 

ensure a healthy development, it is of importance to know how school well-being has 

changed over time. However, few studies have looked into this. A survey-based report of 

school conditions in the US indicated that seniors in high school reported a decreased level 

of school well-being from 1980 to 1990 and again to 2001 (Freeman, 2004). This result was 

based on student responses to the question ‘how do you feel about school?’, and showed a 

decrease in the proportion of students responding ‘I like it very much’ or ‘I like it quite a 

lot’. These analyses were based on a magnitude of datasets and surveys from nation-wide 

sources, which was not clearly stated in the report. Thus, it is challenging to establish how 

comparable these results are in terms of methods and design of the study. Nevertheless, the 
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results indicated a decreasingly positive attitude towards school among the US adolescents 

in high school.  

Furthermore, The World Health Organisation (WHO) examines topics of the 

adolescents’ life and health through the project of Health Behaviour in School aged Children 

(HBSC). They collect data from adolescents in 45 countries in Europe and North America 

every four years (HBSC, n.d.). Data from this questionnaire in Scotland indicated that there 

had been a relatively stable amount of adolescents aged 11-15 who reported liking school a 

lot from 1990 to 2010 (Currie et al., 2011). These results were different than the results from 

the US, however the cohorts of students were of different ages and the Scottish results were 

expanding over a later time period.  

Moreover, one meta-analysis on school well-being (including studies on school 

belonging, connectedness, well-being etc.) indicated that year of publication did not have an 

effect of reported school well-being among adolescents (Allen, Kern, Vella-Brodrick, Hattie, 

& Waters, 2016). The authors argued that this could indicate that the school well-being in 

these Western countries was stable over time. However, since year of publication is different 

to when data were collected, these results did not give a clear indication of exact time trends. 

Nevertheless, the stability did support what was found from the Scottish results, i.e. no 

change in school well-being over time. 

Finally, results from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

indicated that the trends in how adolescents felt about school were not equal in many 

European and Western countries. The PISA measures academic performance and school 

related issues for 15 year olds in multiple countries. Analyses over time in school belonging 

– conceptualised by feelings of belonging among the students at school – indicated that the 

changes from 2003 to 2012 varied across nations (OECD, 2013). This means that in some 

countries the trends were decreasing, while they were increasing in others.  

From the international results of trends in school well-being, one can conclude that 

the results imply decreasing or stable levels over time in Scotland and the US, and that 

trends in school well-being in Western countries seem not to be universal. There are only a 

limited number of studies explicitly looking into such trends, and few studies encompassing 

more recent years. More research is thus needed.  

Some Norwegians studies, on the other hand, have looked into trends more 

explicitly. One time trend analysis in Norway based on the HBSC-surveys looked at school 

well-being among students in primary school, secondary school and upper secondary school 

(Samdal et al., 2009). School well-being was assessed with one graded question of how the 
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students like being at school. The results suggested that school well-being in all school 

grades had been relatively stable at a high level from 1985 onwards. Then there was a small 

increase in 2001 and 2005. The latest increase was found especially for boys. 

Simultaneously, it was found that the school well-being in Norway was higher than in the 

other Nordic countries (Samdal, 2009). 

Some further investigations were done from another nation-wide survey in Norway 

from 2007 to 2010 (Lunde, 2012). This report was based on The Student Surveys 

(Elevundersøkelsen), which is obligatory for all students in year 7, year 10 and 1st year of 

upper secondary school, and the analysis was made from the responses to one question of 

how the students liked being at school. The report suggested that girls had relatively stable 

high levels of school well-being compared to boys. Still, the boys had a higher increase in 

this period. This indicated a trend in conjunction with the earlier study by Samdal et al. Both 

studies imply that the changes in school well-being in Norway started in the beginning of 

this century, that the changes were positive, and that they might differ across genders.  

A more recent study based on the Young in Oslo surveys also indicated increases in 

school well-being in Oslo. Using three questions of school well-being, relating to enjoying 

school, dreading school and being bored at school, the analyses indicated an increase in the 

proportion of students reporting high school well-being for both genders, with girls reporting 

somewhat higher levels than boys (Sletten & Bakken, 2016). From these results, combined 

with the previously conducted research, it is reason to believe the school well-being in 

Norway, has increased over the past 20 years.  

A specific analysis of the Norwegian responses from the PISA investigations 

indicated that there was a decreasing trend in school well-being from 2003 to 2012 (Kjærnsli 

& Olsen, 2013). These results contrast the previously stated studies about school well-being. 

The initial PISA measure, however, encompassed mainly questions related specifically to 

belonging at school based on relationships to other students. A question specifically asking 

about how students enjoy being at school was only added in the 2012 survey, preventing 

analysis about trends for this specific question in this study. 

From the current literature it seems that among Norwegian adolescents the trends 

indicate that school well-being has increased over time. The conceptualisation of school 

well-being in these studies coincided with that of the present thesis. These trends are 

different than international trends of school well-being finding stable or decreasing levels. 

The PISA investigations showed how the trends in school experiences seem not to be 

universal to all Western countries, implying that international agreement may not be 
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expected. Except for a few studies looking into gender differences over time, none of the 

studies looked into different groups of students. By looking into this, one might get a more 

nuanced picture of student variability and thereby possibly identify areas for preventive 

measures and further intervention. The next section will outline research suggesting that 

school well-being might differ across genders and ethnic backgrounds for adolescents.  

 

Gender and Ethnicity 

 Other studies have found gender and ethnic differences in school experiences. 

Following the school reforms in secondary school before the turn of the millennium, there 

has been a gender debate about boys being the “school losers” questioning if school had 

become more suited for and adjusted to girls (Nielsen, 2014b). This debate is still a current 

issue, and the debate concerns the boys’ lower academic achievements compared to girls 

(Nielsen, 2017). If this is an indication that the school is relatively better adjusted to girls, it 

might be that this gender-gap can be found in school well-being as well. 

In support of this assumption, various international investigations on school well-

being has found that girls in fact do report higher school well-being than boys (Elmelid et 

al., 2015; Samdal, Nutbeam, Wold, & Kannas, 1998), although one study in the US found 

higher levels among boys (Bonny, Britto, Klostermann, Hornung, & Slap, 2000). The time 

trend analysis in Norway by Samdal et al. (2009) indicated that girls had overall higher well-

being, but the relative gap to the boys decreased over time. In another study, girls in Norway 

were found to report higher school well-being than boys in primary and secondary school, 

but no difference was found in upper secondary school (Lunde, 2012). These empirical 

results mostly agree with the notion of secondary school being more adjusted to girls, in that 

they report higher well-being.  

On the other hand, recent reports from Norway found no difference in reported 

school well-being between boys and girls in secondary school (Andersen & Bakken, 2015; 

Bakken, 2015). Comparing the time of data collection for the studies finding a gender 

difference to those that did not, it could seem that the trends in school well-being differ 

between boys and girls resulting in decreased differences in levels of school well-being. The 

argument of school being more adjusted to girls might then be insufficient to explain gender 

differences in school well-being, as the trends indicate a larger increase in school well-being 

for boys than for girls (Lunde, 2012; Samdal et al., 2009). Regardless for the reason behind 

the differences, these studies indicate that seeing both genders together might miss out on 

valuable gender-specific differences over time. 
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 The time trends in school well-being can also vary according to ethnic background. 

In a review of research of school well-being and belonging, research into marginalised 

groups were called for in order to investigate whether their experience of school differs from 

their majority peers (Slaten, Ferguson, Allen, Brodrick, & Waters, 2016). Minority students, 

such as ethnic minorities, might face other challenges in the school system than the majority 

students. In one study, it was found that minority students in Oslo were bullied more and 

had fewer friends in school than their majority peers (Oppedal et al., 2008). Another study 

showed that minority students performed academically worse than the majority (Bakken, 

2003). In studies of US adolescents, one found that Hispanic students had higher dropout 

rates than their majority peers (Freeman, 2004), and another that the minority black students 

had lower school well-being than their white peers (Bonny et al., 2000). These results could 

reflect challenges at school for the minority students that might result in lower school well-

being.  

On the other hand, research on school well-being has indicated that adolescents of 

minority backgrounds in Norway report higher levels than their ethnic Norwegian peers 

(Bakken, 2003; Oppedal et al., 2008; Øia, 2007). This was also the case in Dutch primary 

schools (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Bakken (2003) argued that this could be related to the 

‘optimism hypothesis’. This hypothesis suggests that parents of minority students see school 

as more valuable for social mobility and thus expect more engagement in school. Bakken 

reasoned that this hypothesis could explain the higher reported well-being through higher 

investment in school by the minority students, and that the achievement gap would have 

been even higher if the minority students had not invested and enjoyed school as much as 

they do.  

Supporting this line of thought, the higher students value school, the more important 

it is that school is experienced as a good place to be (Nielsen, 2014b). In a report of 

psychosocial adjustment of immigrant children in Oslo, Oppedal et al. (2008) argued that the 

minority students, or at least their parents, could see school as more important and 

academically valuable, than Norwegian parents. They further argued that Norwegian parents 

might take school more for granted and primarily emphasize the value of social relations and 

friendships. These attitudes can manifest in the children’s view of school as well. In support 

for this hypothesis, half of the ethnic Norwegian adolescents in a nation-wide survey 

expressed that meeting friends at school was more important than learning. Only about one 

quarter of the minority students said the same (Bakken, 2003). Additionally, another study 

of adolescents in secondary schools in Norway, indicated that while ethnic majority students 
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reported higher social school well-being, the ethnic minority students reported higher well-

being related to the academic work in school (Amundsen & Garmannslund, 2016). Thus, the 

type of value students place on school could possibly result in ethnic differences in school 

well-being.  

Importantly, there is now an indication that the view of school has changed among 

ethnic Norwegians. Adolescents today express the attitude that school is necessary and 

essential for their future, more so than they did twenty years ago (Nielsen, 2014b). In 

support, more recent reports of school well-being seem to find no difference in school well-

being between the ethnicities (Andersen & Bakken, 2015), suggesting that the increased 

value of school among ethnic Norwegians might have resulted in increased levels of school 

well-being, thereby closing in the gap between the ethnic groups.  

Research into ethnic differences in school well-being seem to indicate that the 

minority students have reported higher levels than majority students, despite lower levels of 

academic achievement and other factors found to be related to school well-being, such as 

friends. Even though no studies looked at time trends across ethnicities, the recent results of 

no ethnic differences suggest that the discrepancy in levels of school well-being between 

majority and minority students have decreased over time.  

 In summary, both gender- and ethnic differences in school well-being has been found 

in previous literature. Some studies have found that while girls report higher school well-

being, boys have a larger increase over time. None of the studies looked into ethnic 

differences in time trends, however one can hypothesize based on the previous literature that 

the ethnic minority and majority students show different time trends in school well-being. 

This current study will thus aim to include gender and ethnicity as potential moderators of 

the time trends in school well-being. If adolescents today have a different experience of 

school than before, then researching the causes and underlying factors for the time trends in 

school well-being are called for. 

 

Potential Explanations of Time Trends  

 Once such time trends in school well-being are identified, it is natural to investigate 

possible explanations for these trends. Very few studies have discussed possible 

explanations for the trends in school well-being. One study suggested that the impact of less 

noise and disruptions in class could account for the trends (Lunde, 2012), but this was not 

empirically analysed. The purpose of the present study is to attempt to close this gap of 

knowledge of underlying factors for time trends by means of statistical analyses. To 
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establish any indication that such factors can explain time trends, certain criteria are needed. 

First and foremost, there needs to be evidence that the factors actually relate to school well-

being. If this is established, there are two ways in which the factor can explain the changes 

in school well-being over time. One possibility is that the underlying factor has a similar 

time trend as school well-being, thereby suggesting that when the level of the factor 

changes, the level of school well-being changes accordingly. A second possibility is that the 

strength of the association between the factor and school well-being change. This means that 

even though the level of the factor might not change, the factor might relate more (or less) 

strongly to school well-being over time, implying that as the association changes so might 

the level of reported school well-being. 

 To address the first criterion, it is necessary to look into previous literature for 

evidence of a factors relating to school well-being. One framework giving information about 

underlying factors is the School Well-Being Model (Konu & Rimpela, 2002). This model is 

based on sociological theories of welfare, which indicate that well-being emerges when 

people can satisfy their basic needs (both material and relational), and suggests it is affected 

by four main aspects within school: school conditions, health, means of self-fulfilment and 

social relationships (Konu & Rimpela, 2002). The aspect of school conditions refers to 

physical surroundings and buildings, and how the school is organised, and the aspect of 

health refers to physical and mental illness that might interfere with the situation at school. 

These two refer to what theories of general well-being call materialistic needs of wealth and 

health (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002). Next, means of self-fulfilment include qualities such 

as creativity, self-esteem and academic performance. Finally, social relationships are 

emphasized. The model underlines the importance of personal relationships to teachers, 

peers and classmates, but also the home environment with support from parents. These last 

two aspects might coincide with what is suggested to be the ‘post-materialistic’ view of 

general well-being (Diener, 2009; Diener et al., 2002), where self-fulfilment and social 

contact both influence the experienced well-being to a larger extent once the basic needs are 

met in society. It is therefore conceivable that in the context of a post-material school 

environment, social relationships carry a relatively high value for the school well-being. A 

Finnish study supported this by finding that social relationships and means of self-fulfilment 

were the strongest contributors to the students’ well-being (Konu, Lintonen, & Rimpela, 

2002). 

 In essence, within the framework of the School Well-Being Model, social 

relationships relate to school well-being. A recent meta-analysis of indicators of school well-
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being agreed with this view, and found that the relationships to teachers and peers, and 

support from parents all influenced school well-being among adolescents consistently over 

multiple studies (Allen et al., 2016). In addition, a recent review of the literature on school 

belonging, conceptualised as feelings of belonging in the social and academic groups at 

school, concluded that students’ relationships with teachers, parents and peers played a 

central role in elevating positive attitudes towards school (Slaten et al., 2016). This literature 

emphasizes how social relationships to teachers, peers and parent seem to affect school well-

being, in agreement with the School Well-Being Model. Next, the literature of these three 

social relationships in regard to school well-being will be examined further, in order to 

address the criteria of changes in the underlying factors of school well-being, or changes in 

the associations to school well-being. 

 Changes in levels of the social variables. First, the student-teacher relationship is a 

much-researched topic. In addition to academic tuition, the teacher’s role is to support and 

motivate the students. Multiple studies reported that the social relationship with the teacher 

affected the experience of well-being in school, both internationally and in Norway (Samdal 

et al., 1998; Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016; Torsheim et al., 2012). Analyses made from the 

HBSC data indicated that students’ relationship with the teacher was even more important 

for school well-being than support from classmates (Torsheim et al., 2012). In addition, in 

many European countries teacher support was found as one of the top predictors of school 

well-being (Samdal et al., 1998). Teacher support is thereby consistently found to be linked 

to school well-being. 

In support for this perspective, exploration in qualitative focus groups in a secondary 

school in Norway found that both boys and girls described the teacher and their social 

support to be vital for their well-being (Godø, 2014). Both boys and girls talked more about 

personal bonds to the teacher, rather than purely academic support. These interviews 

emphasized how the students valued personal and social bonds with the teacher in order to 

have a sense of well-being at school. Although qualitative interviews are not easily 

generalizable in the same way as quantitative data, such interviews where the adolescents 

can speak freely about their experiences, contribute to and broaden the knowledge of their 

true feelings of well-being at school. When different methods of research yield matching 

results, this can be seen to strengthen the argument for an existing association between 

friendships and school well-being.  

 There are also a few studies looking into time trends in teacher relations. Results 

from the PISA investigations showed a strong tendency for students in Norway to be more 
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positive to their teachers in 2012 compared to 2003 (Kjærnsli & Olsen, 2013). A report of 

adolescents in Oslo indicated that the student-teacher relationship had become stronger over 

the past two decades for both boys and girls (Sletten & Bakken, 2016).  

Thus, there is substantial support, from both international and Norwegian studies, for 

the notion that the teacher-student relationship influences school well-being. Over time it 

seems that adolescents in Norway report more satisfaction with their teacher. This evidence 

of a positive change in the student-teacher relationship could possibly be related to the 

evidence of increased school well-being.  

Next, the students’ relationship to their peers is important. As adolescents become 

more independent from their parents they rely more on friends and peer relationships for 

their general well-being (Ogden & Hagen, 2014). Naturally, this might apply to school well-

being as well, especially because they share school experiences with their peers. A survey-

based study of a secondary school in the US found that mutual friendships and perceived 

friend support uniquely related to higher school well-being (Erath, Flanagan, & Bierman, 

2008). 

Qualitative interviews among secondary schools in the UK support these findings 

(Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016). During an academic year the researchers followed students, 

who expressed how school was an arena for interaction with friends. Also, relationships to 

friends were one of the most frequently reported factors of school well-being. The evidence 

for friend support also emerged from focus groups with Norwegian 14-17 year olds, where 

the two most discussed topics in relation to school well-being were organisation of lessons 

and good friends (Bufdir, 2016). Again, the similar results from different methods of 

research strengthen this association between friendships and school well-being.  

However, it is well known that peer relations can also be negative. Some adolescents 

can be victimised, bullied and even abused to such an extent that their relations to peers 

bring severe negative experiences and mental health issues. The relation between 

victimisation and school well-being was found in a US sample of 11-14 year old students, 

where self-reported victimisation was negatively associated with school well-being (Erath et 

al., 2008). In Norway, a large-scale study of children aged 7-16 on the West coast indicated 

that, when controlling for age and gender, victimisation and feelings of loneliness 

contributed negatively to school well-being, while having friends was associated with higher 

reports of well-being (Løhre, Lydersen, & Vatten, 2010). Notably, friendships and bullying 

were seen as two separate factors that contributed in opposite directions to school well-
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being. The presence of one did not exclude the presence of the other, but they were both 

important aspects of peer relations that impacted upon school well-being. 

Some results of changes in negative peer relations over time exist. The HBSC data 

indicated that among 11-15 year olds there was a decreasing trend in bullying behaviour and 

victimisation from 2002 to 2010 (Chester et al., 2015). This was found in many European 

countries, including Norway, and the decrease was found especially for boys. For 

adolescents in Oslo one study has found a gradual decrease in the level of traditional 

bullying (Sletten & Bakken, 2016). The decreasing trends in bullying behaviour coincide 

with the predicted increasing trend in school well-being. The importance of peer 

relationships in respect to school well-being over time needs to be addressed. 

Finally, parents’ support and engagement in school are emphasized as contributors to 

school well-being. Even though adolescence is seen as a time for increased independence 

from parents, teenagers are still relying on their parents for safety and support (Ogden & 

Hagen, 2014). Parental relationships represent a social connection outside the physical 

building of school, however parental engagement in school may still influence the child’s 

perception of school. Parent engagement is even listed as a requirement in the law of 

Education to ensure well-being and positive development (Opplæringsloven, 1998, §11-4). 

Results from a large-scale study in Denmark suggested that lower parental support for 

school was associated with lower feelings of school well-being (Due, Lynch, Holstein, & 

Modvig, 2003). Hence, despite not being present in the physical school environment, the 

parents can influence their child’s school well-being by being engaged and supportive.  

 Furthermore, Kuperminc, Darnell, and Alvarez-Jimenez (2008) looked at Latino 

students in the US through self-reported questionnaires. They found that higher parent 

involvement in the adolescent’s life at school predicted their school well-being in both 

secondary and upper secondary school, with an even stronger association for the latter. The 

authors argued this pattern emerged because although there was a higher prevalence of 

parent support among the younger students, it might be more salient when it is present for 

the older students (Kuperminc et al., 2008). These reflections imply that parental support can 

influence the school well-being of adolescents at all ages. Notably, this is depicted in a 

Norwegian report on cooperation between the home and school environment (Drugli & 

Nordahl, 2016). They suggested that while parent support and involvement are indeed 

important for the younger children, continued engagement through adolescence – in the 

form of showing interest and asking about school – gives both positive academic and social 

outcomes, and can increase positive attitudes towards school. 
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Very few studies look at parent’s engagement in their child’s schooling over time. A 

few studies from the HBSC project looked at ease of children’s communication with parents 

over time, finding improvements from 2002 to 2006 in many European countries (Tabak et 

al., 2012). Another study on these data found reduced ease of communication from 2002 to 

2010 in Europe and North America (Brooks et al., 2015). With there were different 

directions of change in parent communication, the changes give little predictive indications 

for parent engagement as explaining trends in school well-being. Although the studies 

indicated changes in student-parent relationship over time, these studies did not investigate 

the engagement in school. Further analysis is thus called for.  

Changes in associations. Time trends in school well-being can also be thought to be 

explained by a change over time in association between social variables and school well-

being. Theories of subjective well-being have argued that factors influencing well-being can 

change as society changes (Diener, 2000; Konu & Rimpela, 2002). In accordance, certain 

factors may have stronger or weaker correlations to school well-being among adolescents in 

more recent years, compared to earlier cohorts. 

Although no known studies have looked into changes in correlations to school well-

being over time, there are some indications in the literature that school has a different 

position in Western societies today than it used to have. For instance, in investigating 

potential explanations for psychological distress among adolescents, Sweeting, West, 

Young, and Der (2010) found that school stress and worry about school had a greater impact 

on distress in 2006 than in 1987. Additionally, while they found a significant relation 

between school well-being and psychological distress in 2006, this was not found in 1987. 

Furthermore, a Norwegian study indicated that adolescents with low school well-being were 

more vulnerable to depressive symptoms in 2015, compared to adolescents with low school 

well-being in 1996 (Sletten & Bakken, 2016). Seen together with the findings of increases in 

experienced school stress over time (Sweeting et al., 2010), these studies might suggest that 

the way students feel about school has increased impacts on their mental health, suggesting 

that school might have a different position in society today, as compared to before. This 

could result in changes in associations to other variables as well, such as social relationships.  

This is indeed suggested in the literature in Norway. In Nielsen‘s (2014a) book about 

differences in the classroom settings, various researchers discussed how a psychosocial 

perspective and social belonging are vital to understand the students’ situation in school 

today. The research presented in the book express that schools today have higher and 

different educational demands, which include higher social knowledge and more use of 
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collaboration and projects in school. Social relationships and social communication thus 

seem to take up relatively more space in the present day curriculum, which may therefore be 

more important for both academic achievement and school well-being. Thus, change in the 

demands in school and the higher focus on feelings of belonging and well-being, could 

potentially cause a stronger association between social relationships and school well-being. 

To sum up the potential explanatory factors of school well-being, social relationships 

are seen as vital for the students’ well-being in school. There are multiple qualitative and 

quantitative studies supporting an association between teacher support, peer relations – both 

positive and negative – and parent support on the one side, and school well-being on the 

other. Nevertheless, little is known whether these associations can explain changes over 

time. The few time trend studies that exist on these social variables, however, show small 

changes in bullying behaviour, and in the students’ relationships to their teachers and 

parents, that might be thought to enhance school well-being. Finally, changes in educational 

practices and the schools position in society could suggest that the associations between 

social relationships and school well-being have changed. Thus, the literature indicates the 

two ways in which the social relationships can potentially explain trends in school well-

being, either by changes in levels of the social variables, or in changes of the strengths of 

associations between the social variables and school well-being.  

 

Schools in Oslo 

 This study will focus on adolescents in secondary schools in Oslo. Oslo is a 

heterogeneous city, with the highest proportion of ethnic minorities in the population of 

Norway (Statistics Norway, 2016b). Furthermore, Oslo has higher socioeconomic 

differences compared the rest of the country (Bakken & Elstad, 2012). 

On a systemic level, measures have been taken to ensure better psychosocial 

adjustment in schools in Oslo. Over the past years the school health services have been 

strengthened, and school staff are required to collaborate in order to make it easier for 

students to seek help for mental health and well-being issues, and to teach students to handle 

stress (Olaisen, 2007; Steenbuch, 2017). Hence, the schools in Oslo specifically focus on the 

students’ mental health and well-being, both individually and on the systemic level. 

On the whole, it seems the adolescents in Oslo report the same levels of school well-

being as the national average (Andersen & Bakken, 2015). However, there is little research 

into different groups within Oslo. Additionally, associations between the social variables 

and school well-being might differ from the national sample. The meta analysis of school 
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well-being in Australia, New Zealand and the US found that the social effects had weaker 

associations to school well-being in urban than rural areas (Allen et al., 2016). They argued 

this could be due to the heterogeneous population in the cities.  

Hence, studying the adolescent population in Oslo could contribute to the field of 

school research, including gaining specific knowledge about minority groups, the urban 

populations and the associations between school well-being and social relationships.  

 

Aim of the Study and Research Questions 

 In conclusion, since school well-being is linked to many mental health benefits in 

addition to improved academic achievements, school well-being is an important object for 

research. The literature indicates that levels of school well-being has changes over the past 

two decades, and most studies from Norway indicate an increase. With perspectives from 

the School Well-Being Model, social relationships are important for the enhancement of 

school well-being, both from a theoretical point of view but also based on empirical 

research.  

Three research questions have been formed for the current study. First, how has the 

level of reported school well-being in secondary schools in Oslo changed over time between 

1996 and 2015? Based on the previous literature of school well-being in Norway, one would 

expect to see an overall increase. Second, do the time trends in school well-being differ 

across gender and ethnic background? The previous literature suggests that they will, 

expecting higher levels among girls and ethnic minority students. Third, how can such 

trends in school well-being be explained? According to the literature one could expect either 

changes in levels of social variables similar to those of school well-being, or changes in the 

associations between social variables and school well-being. These questions will be 

addressed by examining three cohorts of adolescents in the two final years of secondary 

school, from 1996, 2006 and 2015. 

 

Method 
Procedure and Participants 

This research was based on data from the Young in Oslo surveys conducted by 

NOVA. These surveys were distributed to all secondary and upper secondary schools in 

Oslo with the aim to explore the adolescents’ life in Oslo in different settings (Andersen & 

Bakken, 2015). In 1996 all students in the two final years in secondary schools and first year 

in upper secondary schools were invited to take part. In total, students from 95 schools 
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participated. One contact person within each school had the responsibility to ensure that all 

students were allowed to participate, and ensure the procedures went by in a satisfying 

manner. The students were given two school hours to complete the survey, and were 

informed that they were allowed to withdraw at any time, or skip single questions if they 

wanted to. Those who did not want to participate were given other schoolwork. The students 

were not allowed to discuss the questions, and breaks were done individually. After the 

survey was completed, the students put it in an enclosed envelope and then handed it in, to 

ensure full anonymity. In total, 11,425 students responded this year, setting the response rate 

to 94% (Bakken, 1998). The survey included questions about the adolescent’s relationship to 

parents, school, friends and activities. In addition questions about physical and mental health 

were included.  

 New survey studies were conducted in 2006, 2012 and 2015 with identical 

procedures, except that the three latest surveys were completed on computers. This research 

will use the surveys from 1996, 2006 and 2015. In 2006 the response rate was 93% with 

11,440 students, and in 2015 it was 86% with 23,381 students, which in this year included 

students in all grades of secondary and upper secondary school (Sletten & Bakken, 2016).  

 For the purpose of this current study, only responses from students in the final two 

years of secondary school were used. This made the sample more homogenous, and due to 

the fact that students change school for upper secondary levels, many social relationships 

might be new. The change in the education system in 1997 meant that the final two years of 

secondary school in 2006 and 2015 included students in 9th and 10th grade, while in 1996 it 

meant students from 8th and 9th grade. In these grades students are between 14 and 16 years 

old. The response rates for these exact groups were not known, as the response rates 

reported comprised the whole sample.  

 In total, the sample for analyses included 6,311 students in 1996, 6,642 in 2006, and 

7,450 in 2015, making a total of 20,403 adolescents. This was after excluding all 

participants of other grades than 9th and 10th year (N= 23 793), those who did not respond 

which gender they were (N=505), and those who did not respond which nationality they had 

(N=229). Lastly, only students who responded to all school well-being questions were 

included.  

 

Measures 

School Well-Being. School well-being was assessed by three questions: ‘I enjoy 

being at school’, ‘I am often dreading school’, and ‘I am bored at school’. Each question had 
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four response alternatives ranging from 0 (very inaccurate) to 3 (very accurate). Mean 

scores were computed based on the three questions. The questions about dreading and being 

bored at school were reversed as they were phrased negatively. Thus the school well-being 

score for each participant varied from 0-3, where high scores indicated high school well-

being. The three questions had fairly equally strong correlations between them (r= -.36, r=-

.32 and r=.30), which were all significant (p<.001). A reliability analysis showed a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .59 for the whole sample (alpha=.60 in 1996, .56 in 2006 and .57 in 

2015). Finally, a Principal Component Analysis justified extracting one factor from the three 

questions: only one factor had an eigenvalue above 1 (value= 1.66), and the scree plot had 

an inflection point at 2, which signify extracting one factor. All three questions had high 

factor loadings (from .72 to .76).  

Ethnicity. Ethnic background was assessed by asking the students where their 

parents were born. Those who responded that at least one of the parents was born in Norway 

were labelled ethnic Norwegians, whereas those who responded that both their parents were 

born abroad were labelled ethnic minority. This categorization is used consistently by 

Statistics Norway (Statistics Norway, 2016a), and also in other research on samples from 

Young in Oslo (e.g. Bakken, 1998).  

Gender. The students stated if they were a boy or a girl. Boys were coded with 0, and 

girls with 1.  

Teacher conflict. Conflict relation to teachers was measured by one question ‘have 

you the past 12 months had a large conflict with a teacher?’. In 2015 the students chose 

which option best suited them from ‘never’, ‘once’, ‘2-5 times’, ‘6-10 times’ or ‘more than 

11 times’. In 1996 and 2006 the question was open where the students could put a number 

for how many times this had happened. The numbers of these two years were categorized 

into the same categories used in 2015.  

Peer measures. Friendships were measured by a one-item question: ‘Do you have at 

least one friend who you trust completely and can tell everything?’. The students responded 

with either ‘yes, I am sure’, ‘yes, I think I do’, ‘I do not think so’, or ‘I do not have any 

friends’. The categories were coded from 0 (I do not have any friends) to 3 (yes, I am sure) 

where high numbers represented the presence of a close friend. The question was asked 

identically in all three surveys. Bullying was also measured by one question: ‘Does it 

happen that you are a victim of bullying, threats or isolation from other students at school or 

in your spare time?’. In 1996 the question asked: ‘Does it happen that you are a victim of 

bullying, threats or isolation from other students on the way to school or during breaks at 
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school’. In all three surveys there were somewhat different response categories, which were 

then recoded into binary categories of ‘I never or almost never experience this’ (included 

‘never, almost never’ (1996, 2006) and ‘never’ and ‘almost never’ (2015)) and ‘I experience 

this more than monthly’ (included ‘every 14th day’, ‘once a week’, ‘couple of times a week’, 

‘almost every day’ (1996, 2006), and ‘once a month’, ‘every 14th day’, ‘once a week’ and 

‘several times a week’ (2015)).  

Parent engagement. Parent engagement in school included four questions from the 

Family Learning Environment Scale (Marjoribanks, 1987), which was adjusted to the 

Norwegian context (Wichstrøm, 1993). They were ‘my parents…’: ‘…are very interested in 

my school work’, ‘…often help me with my school work’, ‘…often praise me for my school 

work’ and ‘…rarely talk to me about school’. Each question had four alternatives from ‘very 

inaccurate’ (0) to ‘very accurate’ (3). A mean score from the four questions was computed 

for each student, where a high score signified high parental engagement. The last question 

was reversed as it was phrased negatively. In 2006 the questions had 5 response options that 

ranged from ‘completely inaccurate‘ to ‘completely accurate‘ with a mid category of ‘partly 

accurate’. In order to make this 5-point scale match the 4-point scale of the other two years, 

the 2006 responses were recoded so that the values of the 5 options had the same score range 

of 0-3. More specifically, scores were recoded by divided the values by 4, and multiplying 

them with 3, which resulted in that the value of 0 remained 0, and values of 1, 2, 3 and 4 

were transformed to 0.75, 1.5, 2.25 and 3, respectively. The final Parent Engagement scale 

had a reliability alpha of .68 (.66 in 1996, .68 in 2006 and .68 in 2015)  

 

Ethical considerations.  

The data for this study were based on the Young in Oslo surveys, carried out by 

NOVA. NOVA is not responsible for these analyses or interpretations of results. The data 

used in this study were fully anonymous with no identifying information such as name of 

student or school, country of birth, or area of residence within Oslo included.  

For all three surveys the students were informed about their right to withdraw from 

the study at any point in time. Parents of the students were also informed about the survey 

and for the students under 18 years old, the parents were allowed to prevent their children 

from participating. Otherwise the students decided themselves if they wanted to participate 

or not, or refrain from answering any particular questions during the survey. All responses 

were secured full anonymity, so that there was no need to obtain approval from the Privacy 

Ombudsman for Research, the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). In 1996 when 
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the survey was completed on paper the students put their responses in an envelope, which 

they sealed themselves (Bakken, 1998). In 2006 and 1996 the survey was completed on 

computers at school, with no means of identifying single students (Andersen & Bakken, 

2015). As this survey did not have medical purposes it was not necessary to obtain ethical 

approval from the Regional Committee for Medical Research Ethics.   

 As for the completion of the surveys, teachers were present in the room while the 

students were completing them, and the school health services had been informed so that 

students who wanted to talk about any issue following the completion were given the 

opportunity to do so.  

 

Analysis 

To test the time trends in school well-being, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

were used. School well-being was entered as outcome, and time as factor. Scheffe post hoc 

tests were used as this is the most conservative for the large sample sizes. Moreover, the 

same procedure was executed for all the social variables to examine the time trends of these 

as well. Three-way ANOVA was conducted with school well-being as the outcome, and 

time, gender and ethnicity as the factors to investigate main effects of gender and ethnicity, 

and interaction effects between time and gender, time and ethnicity, and a three-way 

interaction between time, gender, and ethnicity. This was to see if there were differences 

over time between boys and girls, and between ethnic Norwegians and ethnic minority 

students.  

 After investigating time trends and patterns according to groups of adolescents, 

potential explanations for the trends were examined. For a social variable to explain the time 

trend, the variable must correlate with school well-being, it should have the same 

developmental pattern over time, and by controlling for the variable it should reduce the 

effect of time on school well-being. Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used with 

school well-being as the outcome, time as the factor, and the social variables as covariates. 

By doing this, the social variables were controlled for to see if this could reduce the effect of 

time. First the social variables were entered one by one in separate analyses, then all were 

combined in one ANCOVA. This procedure was repeated with a three-way ANCOVA with 

time, gender and ethnicity as factors. It was thus possible to examine whether the main or 

interaction effects of gender and ethnicity changed by controlling for the social variables, 

which would indicate that the social variables affected school well-being differently across 

groups.  



 20 

 Next, it was examined whether correlations between the social variables and school 

well-being changed over time. Here a linear regression analysis was used with school well-

being as the outcome, and time, the social variable and an interaction term between the two 

as predictors. Each time interval (1996-2006, 2006-2015, and 1996-2015) was tested 

separately. If the interaction term was significant it meant that the association between the 

two variables were different depending on which time point they were measured.  

Lastly, the social variables were dichotomized into high and low values of the 

measure, and a two-way ANOVA was conducted with school well-being as the outcome, 

and time and the dichotomized social variable as factors. This was done for all social 

variables separately, and enabled examination of the development of school well-being over 

time across levels of the social relationships.  

 The common significance level to use in psychology is a p-value of p<.05, however 

due to the large sample in the current study, a more conservative significance level of p<.01 

was chosen. This was because with a large sample size of several thousand participants even 

small differences were likely to reach significant levels. Therefore, choosing a more 

conservative significance level helped reduce type 1 errors.  

  

Results 
Frequencies of gender, ethnicity and grade can be found in Table 1. As can be seen, 

there were about equal numbers of boys and girls, and more or less equal sample sizes in 

each year of collection. The proportion of ethnic minority students increased with time. The 

numbers were representative, based on the percentage of people with immigrant background 

in the whole population of Oslo with 33% in 2015, and 25% in 2006 (Statistics Norway, 

2016a). 

A preliminary examination of the time trends of school well-being in 9th and 10th 

grade was conducted. School well-being was entered as the outcome variable into a two-way 

ANOVA, with time and grade as factors. This analysis found a main effect of time (F 

(2,20397) = 436.78, p < .001), but no main effect of grade (F (1,20397) = 2.02, p = .156), 

and no interaction effect between grade and time (F (2,20397) = 0.17 p = .841). Thus there 

was no difference in the level of school well-being between the grades, and no different 

development over the three years of collection. Based on this analysis the two grades were 

merged into one group for the continued analyses.  
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Table 1: Frequencies of the sample used in the main analyses.  
 1996  2006  2015  Total  
 N % N % N % N % 
Males 3195 50.6 3388 51.0 3668 49.2 10251 50.2 
Females 3116 49.4 3254 49.0 3782 50.8 10152 49.8 
         
Ethnic Norwegian 5034 79.8 4825 72.6 4979 66.8 14838 72.7 
Ethnic minority 1277 20.2 1817 27.4 2471 33.2 5565 27.3 
         
9th year 3165 50.2 3427 51.6 3925 52.7 10517 51.5 
10th year 3146 49.8 3215 48.4 3525 47.3 9886 48.5 
 

School Well-Being Over Time 

To look for overall changes in school well-being for the whole adolescent sample the 

scores of school well-being were entered into a one-way ANOVA with time as factor, and 

Scheffe post hoc test for differences between the years of collection. Results can be found in 

Table 2 and show that there was a significant effect of time on school well-being, with a 

significant increase from 1996 to 2006 and a further significant increase from 2006 to 2015. 

Thus, school well-being among adolescents in Oslo increased steadily from 1996 to 2015. 

Gender and ethnicity. Next followed an examination of differences in time trends 

between genders and ethnic backgrounds. Means and standard deviations for each group can 

be found in Table 3. A three-way ANOVA was used with school well-being as the outcome, 

and time, gender and ethnicity as factors. Scheffe post hoc tests were used for testing 

differences between the time intervals. The results show that there was a significant effect of 

time (F (2,20391) = 197.40, p < .001) with a significant increase in both time intervals, just 

as the previous analysis. 

There was no significant main effect of gender (F (2,20391) = 3.60, p = .058) 

meaning that overall there was no difference between boys and girls in reported levels of 

school well-being. There was, however, a main effect of ethnicity (F (1,20391) = 268.12, p < 

.001) where ethnic minority students reported higher school well-being than the ethnic 

Norwegians. This can also be seen from Figure 1, where both minority groups report higher 

school well-being than both majority groups. Further, there was an interaction effect 

between time and gender (F (2,20391) = 23.70, p < .001), meaning that depending on gender 

the development of school well-being over time was different. From pairwise comparisons 

of this interaction effect (see Table 3) it appeared that for boys there was a large significant 

increase from 1996 to 2006 (p <. 001), and a smaller but significant increase from 2006 to 

2015 (p = .002). Hence the increase in school well-being among boys was primarily in the 

first time interval. For the girls however, there was a significant increase from 1996 to 2006  



 
 
 
 
Table 2. Means and standard deviation for school well-being and all explanatory variables over time and in total. ANOVA statistics of the effect of time, with Scheffe post 
hoc tests 
 Means (SD)     ANOVA  1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
 1996 2006 2015 Total  F p p p p 
School well-being 1.80 (0.65) 2.01 (0.63) 2.11 (0.58) 1.98 (0.63)  438.60 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
           
Teacher conflict 0.30 (0.78) 0.27 (0.75) 0.32 (0.74) 0.30 (0.76)  8.82 <.001 .012 <.001 .590 
Friendship 2.40 (0.79) 2.55 (0.74) 2.53 (0.73) 2.50 (0.75)  77.57 <.001 <.001 .188 <.001 
Bullying 0.14 (0.35) 0.14 (0.35) 0.11 (0.31) 0.13 (0.34)  21.64 <.001 .844 <.001 <.001 
Parent engagement 2.06 (0.59) 2.05 (0.62) 2.15 (0.60) 2.09 (0.64)  54.39 <.001 .513 <.001 <.001 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 3. Means and standard deviations for school well-being for groups of adolescents based on gender and ethnicity. ANOVA statistics of 
the interaction terms between time and ethnicity, and time and gender, with Scheffe post hoc tests. 
  Mean school well-being (SD)   ANOVA   1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
  1996 2006 2015 Total  F p  p p p 
Gender Boys 1.77 (0.66) 2.06 (0.61)  2.11 (0.56) 1.99 (0.63)  23.70 <.001  <.001 .002 <.001 
 Girls 1.83 (0.64) 1.95 (0.64) 2.11 (0.59) 1.97 (0.63)     <.001 <.001 <.001 
             
Ethnicity Norwegian 1.75 (0.64) 1.95 (0.63) 2.10 (0.57) 1.93 (0.63)  46.27 <.001  <.001 <.001 <.001 
 Minority 2.00 (0.65) 2.15 (0.61) 2.13 (0.58) 2.11 (0.61)     <.001 .294 <.001 
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Figure 1: The development of school well-being over time for the four 
groups of adolescents based on both gender and ethnicity 

(p < .001), and again from 2006 to 2015 (p < .001). So their increase was more even over the 

two time intervals. Comparing boys and girls within each year, girls scored higher than boys 

in 1996 (p < .001), then boys scored higher than girls in 2006 (p < .001), and finally in 2015 

the difference between them was not significant (p = .787). From these results it seems the 

boys passed the girls in 2006, but then the girls caught up with the boys again in 2015, when 

they reported equal levels of school well-being, which can also be seen form Figure 1.  

Moreover, there was a significant interaction effect of time with ethnicity (F (2,20391) 

= 46.27, p < .001), which indicated that depending on being ethnic Norwegian or ethnic 

minority the development of school well-being over time was different. The pairwise 

comparisons of the interaction effect (see Table 3) indicated that the ethnic Norwegians had a 

significant increase from 1996 to 2006 (p < .001), and again from 2006 to 2015 (p < .001). 

The ethnic minorities, however, had a significant increase from 1996 to 2006 (p < .001), but 

no significant change from 2006 to 2015 (p = .294). Hence, the ethnic minority adolescents 

had their main increase in the first time interval, whereas the ethnic Norwegians had an even 

increase in both time intervals. Comparing the ethnicities within each year, the ethnic 

minorities reported significantly higher scores in both 1996 and 2006 (both p < .001) than 

ethnic Norwegians, however in 2015 the difference was not significant anymore (p = .015).  

From these results, visualised in Figure 1, one can infer that while the ethnic 

minorities reported higher school well-being throughout the past twenty years, ethnic 

Norwegians had a higher increase throughout the same period, catching up with the ethnic 

minorities in 2015, when no differences were found between groups.  
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Finally, there was no three-way interaction between time, gender and ethnicity (F 

(2,20391) = 0.38, p = .682). This meant that the gender difference in development was not 

depending on ethnicity, or vice versa, that the ethnic difference was the same regardless of 

gender.  

In sum, seeing all adolescents in Oslo together school well-being increased from 

1996 to 2006 and again to 2015. Importantly, there were a few differences among the groups 

based on gender and ethnicity in terms of when the increase happened, and the overall level 

of school well-being. Boys had the main increase in the first time interval, and then the girls 

caught up with the boys again in 2015. The ethnic Norwegians had a higher increase 

throughout this time period closing in the gap between them and the ethnic minorities. The 

absence of a three-way interaction implied that the gender pattern for the time trends was not 

different depending on ethnicity.  

 

Potential Explanations 

Furthermore, analyses of the social relationships as potential explanatory variables 

for the trend patterns in school well-being followed. All variables had significant moderate 

correlations with school well-being, with parent engagement showing the highest correlation 

to school well-being, and friendship the lowest overall (see Table 6). Table 2 however, 

shows that none of the variables had the same increase (or decrease for bullying and teacher 

conflict) as school well-being for both time intervals. Nevertheless, some variables had the 

same development over one time interval. For instance, parent engagement and bullying had 

the desired development from 2006 to 2015, and friendship had the desired development 

from 1996 to 2006. Parent engagement, friendship and bullying also had an overall desired 

development from 1996 to 2015. Due to only these individual similarities, the variables 

might not be able to explain all the change in school well-being, however the analyses were 

executed as they could be able to explain parts of the change.  

In the ANCOVA school well-being was entered as the outcome variable, and time as 

the factor. This analysis was executed with each of the social variables as covariates, first in 

separate analyses, and then combined (Table 4). Looking at the effect of time on school 

well-being, none of the covariates were able to reduce this effect completely, and none of 

them were able to reduce the effect for one time interval into insignificance. Looking at the 

adjusted means after controlling for the covariates, these did not deviate from the original 

means of school well-being (Table 4). Hence the covariates were not able to explain the 

increase of school well-being over time when investigating all adolescents together. That is, 



 25 

the increase in school well-being could not be attributed to a change in the social 

relationships.  

However, as there were interactions between the genders and ethnic backgrounds, 

analysis were conducted to examine whether adding the covariates could reduce these 

interaction effects. This was done with an ANCOVA with school well-being as the outcome, 

and time, gender and ethnicity as factors, and then the social variables as covariates. None of 

the variables were able to reduce the interaction effects separately. When controlling for all 

the social relationships together however, the interaction between time and gender was 

reduced to a non-significant effect, while no other effects changed (Table 5). Figure 2 

indicates that after controlling for all the covariates the boys and girls had a more similar 

development of school well-being as the lines were more parallel, with girls changing their 

pattern more to match the boys. Thus, differences between boys and girls in the change of 

school well-being over time could be attributed to differences in the social relationships to 

peers, parents and teachers combined, especially altering the girls’ trend pattern. 

The covariates could not reduce the effect of time altogether, and looking at the 

adjusted means they were all significantly different from each other (Table 5). Further, the 

covariates could not explain the difference between the ethnicities in the development over 

time, however they could explain the difference in development between genders over time. 

 
Table 4. Adjusted means of school well-being for all adolescents and ANCOVA statistics for the effect of time 
on school well-being, after controlling for social variables, with repeated contrasts for the difference over time 
 Adjusted means of 

school well-being 
  

ANCOVA 
  

1996-2006 
 
2006-2015 

 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p 
Teacher conflict 1.81 2.00 2.11  442.70 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Friendship 1.81 2.00 2.11  391.18 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Bullying 1.80 2.01 2.10  433.07 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Parent engagement 1.81 2.02 2.11  426.62 <.001  <.001 <.001 
All covariates combined 1.83 2.02 2.11  397.54 <.001  <.001 <.001 
 

 
Table 5. The main effects and interaction effects after controlling for all covariates combined, the adjusted 
means of school well-being over time after controlling for all covariates, and the difference between the time 
intervals with repeated contrasts. 
 ANCOVA  Adjusted means  1996-2006 2006-2015 
 F p     1996 2006 2015  p p 
Time 143.95 <.001  1.92 2.07 2.12  <.001 <.001 
Gender 6.19 .013        
Ethnicity 401.07 <.001        
Time*Gender 1.54 .214        
Time*Ethnicity 45.28 <.001        
Time*Gender*Ethnicity 0.59 .555        
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Figure 2: (Adjusted) mean scores of school well-being before (A) and after (B) 
controlling for all the covariates for boys and girls   

 

These analyses were also conducted separately for each of the groups of adolescents 

based on gender and ethnicity. The adolescents were split into ethnic Norwegian boys, 

ethnic Norwegian girls, ethnic minority boys and ethnic minority girls. Within each group 

the ANCOVA with time as factor, school well-being as outcome, and the social variables as 

covariates were conducted. These analyses yielded similar results as the main analyses, 

indicating that no one social relationship could reduce the effect of time for any of the four 

groups, neither could all the covariates put together (see Appendix). Only one effect was 

reduced: for the minority girls the effect of time became insignificant when controlling for 

friendships (F (2,2631) = 4.00, p = .018), indicating that a slight increase in friendships for 

ethnic minority girls could explain their slight increase in school well-being.  

In sum, the changes in social relationships were not able to explain the increase in 

school well-being for the adolescents in Oslo, except that for the minority girls there was a 

tendency that friendships could explain the increase in school well-being. Changes in all the 

social relationships combined could nevertheless explain the different developments 

between the boys and girls over time.  

 

Change in associations over time 

Finally, as the increase in school well-being could not be attributed to changes in 

social relationships, the correlations over time was examined. In Table 6 the correlations 

between the social variables and school well-being were reported for each year, and as they 

suggested an increased strength with time for friendships, bullying and teacher conflict, 

linear regression analyses were used to test the significance of these increases. School well-

being was entered as the outcome variable, with time, the specific social variable and an 
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interaction term between time and the social variable as predictors. This was done separately 

for 1996-2006, 2006-2015, and 1996-2015. Significant interactions indicated that the 

correlation between the social variable and school well-being was different depending on 

time. The results are shown in Table 6. The effect of teacher conflict indicated that despite 

the fact that the increases were not significant within each time interval, there was an overall 

significant increase from 1996 to 2015 in the correlations. Interestingly, the effects of peer 

relations – friendships and bullying – on school well-being became significantly stronger 

with time, with bullying mainly increasing from 1996 to 2006. In particular, the increases in 

association between school well-being and friendship were significant in both time intervals, 

similar to the development of school well-being. The effect of parent engagement seemed to 

be relatively stable over time as the differences in correlations were not significant.  

In sum, the social relationships at school seemed to have become more important for the 

experienced school well-being in 2015 than they were in 1996.  

With the significant changes in correlations between the social variables and school 

well-being, further examination was conducted in order to see what this meant for the 

development of school well-being over time. The significant interaction terms indicated that 

the development from one time point to another was not equal depending on values of the 

social variable in question. The social variables were thus dichotomised into positive and 

negative social relationships. Based on the response alternatives in the questionnaires, 

teacher conflict was split into those who had never or only once had a conflict with a 

teacher, and those who had a teacher conflict more than 2-5 times. Those who reported they 

were sure or quite sure they had a good friend were categorised as having a friend, while 

those who responded they did not think they had friends or had no friends were categorised 

as not having friends. The bullying variable was already dichotomised in the original 

measure. Lastly, as the measure of parent engagement was a scale, the responses were split 

on a score (1.50) corresponding to the response categories i.e. ‘somewhat accurate’(2) and 

‘very accurate’(3) for high parent engagement, and ‘somewhat inaccurate’(1) and ‘very 

inaccurate’(0) for low parent engagement. Then, separate ANOVAs were executed with 

Table 6. Correlations (r) with school well-being over time. 
        Differences in correlations (r) 
        1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
 Total   1996 2006 2015  p p p 
Teacher conflict -.20*   -.17* -.20* -.24*  .052 .332 .002 
Friendship .14*   .07* .13* .20*  .001 <.001 <.001 
Bullying -.22*   -.14* -.25* -.27*  <.001 .115 <.001 
Parent engagement .28*   .25* .30* .27*  .172 .004 .201 
r followed by * indicates significance at the <.001 level. 
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school well-being as the outcome and time and the dichotomised social variable as factors. 

The results are presented in Table 7, and show that there was a significant difference 

in school well-being between those with positive and negative social relationships, as all the 

main effects for the social variables were significant. Additionally, the interaction between 

time and friendships, and time and bullying were significant indicating that the trends in 

school well-being differed between those with positive and negative relationships to peers. 

The trends are visualised in Figure 3, and indicate that adolescents with positive social 

relationships to parents, peers and teachers (had no teacher conflicts, had a true friend, were 

not bullied, and high parent engagement) had significantly higher school well-being than 

those with negative relationships. Secondly, and more importantly, for friendship and 

bullying this difference increased with time. So that the increase in school well-being was 

seen mainly for adolescents reporting having a true friend, or never being bullied, while 

there was less increase for adolescents reporting not having friends, or being bullied. Table 7 

shows that parent engagement and teacher conflict did not have a significant interaction 

term, and Figure 3 shows that the developments over time for these variables were relatively 

parallel.  

From these analyses one can infer that the increase in school well-being from 1996 to 

2015 can be partly explained by a stronger association between positive peer relationships 

and school well-being. As the vast majority of students in all years had friends and were not 

bullied (Table 7), there was an overall increase. This indicated that the differences in school 

well-being between those with positive and negative relationships to peers increased over 

time.  

These analyses were also executed separately for the groups of adolescents (see 

Appendix). There were indications that the associations changed similarly for all groups of 

students, although significantly mainly for the ethnic Norwegian students. As the strengths 

of the correlations for the ethnic minority groups were similar to those for the ethnic 

Norwegian groups, the fact that the changes were not significant could be due to the smaller 

sample sizes of the minority groups.   
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Table 7: the ANOVA statistics for the effect of the dichotomized social 
relationships, and for their interaction with time. The percentage of 
students with positive and negative values of each social variable 
 ANOVA  % of students 
 F p  Positive Negative 
Time  107.51 <.001    
Teacher Conflict 671.13 <.001  91.0 9.0 
Time*Teacher Conflict 4.34 .013    
      
Time 115.33 <.001    
Friends 204.79 <.001  87.4 12.6 
Time*Friends 18.88 <.001    
      
Time  103.30 <.001    
Bullying 996.00 <.001  86.9 13.1 
Time*Bullying 27.21 <.001    
      
Time 278.06 <.001    
Parent Engagement 606.85 <.001  79.8 20.2 
Time*Parent Engagement 2.44 .087    
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Figure 3: The development of school well-being over time divided 
into high and low values of the social relationships 
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Discussion 

The aim of this study was to investigate time trends in school well-being among 

secondary school students in Oslo. A further aim was to uncover any differences in trends of 

school well-being regarding gender and ethnicity. Finally, this study aimed to examine 

whether social relationships to teachers, peers and parents could explain the possible time 

trends.  

 Results show that there was a clear increase in school well-being for all students with 

a significant increase from 1996 to 2006 and a further increase from 2006 to 2015. This 

trend was moderated by both gender and ethnicity: among girls, school well-being increased 

steadily over the period tested. The boys, however, had a higher increase in the first time 

interval, and then a smaller increase in the second interval. Ethnic minority students had an 

overall higher score of school well-being, however the ethnic Norwegian adolescents had a 

larger increase over the period from 1996 to 2015, thereby ‘catching up’ with the ethnic 

minority students. As a result, while there were differences in levels of school well-being in 

1996 between genders and ethnic groups, these differences were reduced in 2006 and then 

diminished in 2015 when there were no significant differences at all.  

 The increase in school well-being could not be explained by changes in levels of the 

social relationships for the whole group, nor for the separate ethnic and gender groups. The 

combined social relationships could however, explain the gender difference in development. 

After controlling for all social relationships combined, both genders had the same time 

trends at the same level of school well-being. Moreover, the results indicated that the 

increasing school well-being could possibly be attributed to a stronger association between 

school well-being and the peer relationships, both friendships and bullying, in 2015 

compared to 1996. Those who reported having friends and not being bullied had higher 

school well-being in 2015 than in 1996, while those who reported not having friends or 

being bullied did not increase as much. Thus, the increase was seen perhaps due to the vast 

majority of students with friends and never bullied increased their school well-being.  

 

Time trends in school well-being 

 The increase in school well-being over time was consistent with previous literature 

from Norway (Lunde, 2012; Samdal et al., 2009) and Oslo (Andersen & Bakken, 2015). 

These studies all indicated an elevated level of school well-being over time for the past 

twenty years. Contrastingly, the results were inconsistent with the results from the PISA 

investigations, which indicated decreased levels from 2003 to 2012 (Kjærnsli & Olsen, 
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2013). This inconsistency could possibly be due to different measures of school well-being. 

While the Norwegian studies finding increased levels of school well-being all asked 

questions regarding how the student felt about being at school, the PISA study finding 

decreased levels asked questions regarding the students’ relationships to peers in school, and 

their feelings of belonging. Conceptually, it is meaningful to separate social relationships 

and school well-being since, as the current results support, these social relationships vary in 

their association to school well-being. The current results were in line with other studies also 

separating these constructs, and conceptualising school well-being similarly, and thus the 

results strengthen the notion of increased levels of school well-being among students in 

Oslo.  

 The increased school well-being indicated different trends in comparison to 

international findings. Investigations in the US and in Scotland suggested a stable or 

decreasing level of school well-being over the past ten and twenty years (Currie et al., 2011; 

Freeman, 2004). The PISA results suggested that the time trends of school belonging 

differed across nations in Europe (OECD, 2013). Thus, it is not surprising that the current 

results differed from other international results. According to the literature, it seems that 

while school well-being is decreasing or stable in many Western countries, adolescents in 

Norway actually report the opposite trend of an increased well-being in school.  

  By investigating subgroups of adolescents, more nuances emerged regarding the 

school well-being over time. The current analysis found that the time trends in school well-

being showed different profiles across groups of adolescents. For instance, boys had a higher 

increase in the first time interval compared to girls, and girls had a more even increase over 

the whole period. These results were in line with those of Samdal et al. (2009). At the same 

time, the current results found higher levels of school well-being among boys in 2006, and 

no difference in 2015. Although Bonny et al. (2000) also found that boys had higher levels 

of well-being in the US, the results differ from the Norwegian and international findings of 

girls reporting overall higher levels than boys (Elmelid et al., 2015; Lunde, 2012; Samdal et 

al., 2009; Sletten & Bakken, 2016). Compared to the studies asking only one question of 

how the student felt about being at school, the current study also included questions of 

boredom and dreading school. It could possibly be that if girls were more bored and dreaded 

school more, their overall level of school well-being was reduced compared to boys. 

Alternatively, it could be that because the Norwegian studies measured proportions of 

students reporting high school well-being, and the current study looked at group means, the 

variation among girls could be more polarised than among boys. However, the current 
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results indicated that the standard deviations of both boys and girls were similar, suggesting 

that higher polarisation among the girls might not be the case. 

The study by Sletten and Bakken (2016) measured both proportions and mean levels, 

and used the same three questions of school well-being as used in the present thesis, still 

finding higher levels amongst girls. However, they also included adolescents from upper 

secondary school, and it might be that in this grade, girls report higher well-being thereby 

elevating the total group score. Regardless of the reason for these inconsistent gender 

differences, these results and previous studies indicate that the gender differences seem to 

vary across studies of both international and Norwegian samples, and across different ages. 

Small changes in method or sample could change the variation between boys and girls. This 

was also apparent from the analysis of explanatory factors, which showed that the gender 

differences in trends of school well-being disappeared when controlling for all the social 

variables.   

 A more consistently found result was, however, the moderation of time trends by 

ethnic background. Although very few studies included ethnic background in their time 

trend analysis, some studies compared the levels in cross-sectional investigations. Results 

from ten to twenty years ago in Oslo and Norway, indicated that minority students reported 

higher school well-being than majority students (Bakken, 2003; Oppedal et al., 2008). Still 

the more recent results reported no difference between the groups (Andersen & Bakken, 

2015). The current results of the different time trends between the ethnic groups were in 

agreement with all of this literature. Additionally, the results support findings from a nation-

wide study of school engagement in Norway between 1992 and 2010 (Bakken, 2016). 

Engagement encompassed well-being as well as truancy, time spent on home work, and 

school conflicts. Still, they found the effect of higher engagement among minority students 

than majority students in 1992, with a converging trend towards 2010. The results of this 

current analysis in Oslo support these trends in previous literature, and suggest they are 

substantial.   

 At the same time, Bakken (2016) found that despite these converging trends in 

school engagement, there were persisting differences in school aspirations between the 

groups, where ethnic minorities reported higher aspirations for their future based on school, 

compared to ethnic Norwegians. These findings did not support the optimism hypothesis 

suggested by Bakken (2003) to explain ethnic differences in well-being and academic 

achievement in school, since the aspirations were still higher among ethnic minorities 

despite no ethnic differences in school engagement. It could be that the optimism hypothesis 
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was more relevant in earlier years compared to recent years, or that what the underlying 

reasons for the reported level of school well-being differ among groups.  

 By looking into different groups of adolescents, this study then contributed to the 

literature by findings substantial differences in trends between students in Oslo of 

Norwegian background and students with immigrant background. The overall increase in 

school well-being was to be expected from previous literature. By including gender and 

ethnicity as factors moderating this trend, the results indicate how looking at the adolescent 

population as a whole can yield diverse outcomes. The converging trends toward 2015 

suggested that the discrepancy between all student categories analysed here were decreasing, 

and that the school well-being among ethnic Norwegian students increased more than among 

ethnic minority students over the past twenty years. Theories for explaining these gender- 

and ethnic differences are still topics for further research.  

Interestingly, as research has indicated increased school stress (Samdal et al., 2009; 

Sweeting et al., 2010), and found associations between school stress and school well-being 

(Samdal, 2009), the increase in school well-being might be seen as an inconsistent trend. 

The study based on the HBSC data in Norway indicated adolescents who reported low 

school stress, were more likely to report high school well-being (Samdal, 2009). The fact 

that both school stress and school well-being seem to increase among adolescents in Oslo 

was perhaps intuitively not expected. In essence, however, these associations were not 

completely aligned (Samdal, 2009), meaning that many variables could affect the changes in 

levels of both stress and well-being in school. The fact that they both seem to increase may 

suggest that there could be different underlying factors contributing to their respective 

increases, and that school stress and school well-being might not be opposing each other. 

While stress and academic achievement might be more closely associated, social 

relationships, as will be discussed further, might be more important for well-being.  

 

Changes in levels of social variables 

The results indicated that the social variables were associated with school well-being. 

In 2015, the four social variables had similar strengths correlations, supporting the results 

from the meta-analysis of associations to school well-being (Allen et al., 2016). This meta-

analysis also suggested that these associations were weaker in urban settings, compared to 

rural. Although the current analysis did not make this comparison, the results still show that 

the social associations do exist in urban populations.   
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 Despite the correlations, the trends of the social variables did not match that of 

school well-being for the whole time period. For instance, teacher conflicts increased from 

2006 to 2015. Based on the negative correlation between teacher conflict and school well-

being, teacher conflicts should have decreased to be able to explain the increasing school 

well-being trend. Increased conflicts with teachers in 2015 were not in line with previous 

research indicating a better student-teacher relationship with time (Kjærnsli & Olsen, 2013; 

Sletten & Bakken, 2016).  

 Bullying was stable from 1996 to 2006, then decreased in 2015. This trend was in 

line with research from the HBSC data in many European countries, including Norway 

(Chester et al., 2015; Sletten & Bakken, 2016). Friendships, on the other hand, increased 

from 1996 to 2006, then stabilised in 2015. This was a positive trend, which was not yet 

analysed by previous research. Research was also lacking on trends in parent engagement. 

Students did perceive their parents to be more engaged in 2015 than 2006. The better 

support from parents in this period indicated an opposite trend than the reduced ease of 

communication found by (Brooks et al., 2015), however the converse trends could probably 

indicate separate structures of the parent-child relationships. 

 Although these social variables could not explain the increase in school well-being, 

combined they could explain the gender difference in time trends. This result suggests that 

the variability in the social relationships, especially for girls, affected the pattern of trends in 

school well-being. This can also be seen by the tendency that the correlations between peer 

relationships and school well-being were stronger for the groups of girls than the groups of 

boys (see Appendix). However, these differences were not statistically tested. In 

comparison, the ethnic difference in time trends persisted even after controlling for the 

variables, indicating that ethnic differences in school well-being were more substantial than 

the gender differences in school well-being, and were not affected differently by social 

relationships.  

 Another tendency in the analyses of explanatory factors was that among ethnic 

minority girls, controlling for friendships reduced the effect of time on school well-being 

into insignificance. While this indicates that the increase in school well-being could be 

attributed an increase in friendships for this group, the fact that the overall increase in school 

well-being was small, and the increase in friendships was not significant, could suggest that 

the reduced effect of time was trivial. Caution should thus be made when interpreting this 

result, and replication in further research would be beneficial.  
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Changes in association between social variables and school well-being.  

While the levels of the social variables could not explain the increase in school well-

being, the increase could be looked at in regards to the stronger correlations. Both 

friendships and bullying had significantly stronger correlations to school well-being in 2015 

than in 1996. This suggests that when adolescents in 2015 evaluated their school 

experiences, they might value their relationships to peers more so than what the adolescents 

in 1996 did. The fact that it became more important to have a friend and not be bullied in 

order to experience high school well-being, can thus have contributed to the increase. In 

particular, the increase in school well-being can be attributed to an increase among those 

with a positive social network to peers, which was the case for the vast majority of the 

students. Those who were bullied or had no friends did not show the same increase in school 

well-being over the same period, resulting in an increased discrepancy in school well-being 

between those with positive and negative peer relationships. Thus, it seems that the means 

for ensuring high well-being in school benefitted mostly those who already did well socially. 

This implies that measures to prevent bullying and to boost friendships are even more 

important for the well-being of students in school now, than it was twenty years ago. 

Further, these increased associations for friendships and bullying in regards to school 

well-being, support theories of general well-being. Both Diener (2000) and Konu and 

Rimpela (2002) argued that the contributing factors towards subjective well-being will vary 

across time in line with changes in society, and this might make it difficult to find one 

specific contributor consistently causing well-being. The changes in the correlations found 

from these analyses indicate, in line with this argument, that the social relationships to peers 

impact differently upon well-being over time, also in the specific domain of school. Whether 

this is the case for other contributors of school well-being, for instance the three other 

aspects of the School Well-Being Model, is a topic for further research.  

The questions of why the associations became stronger cannot be answered from 

these analyses, and there is not much literature discussing these associations. To follow the 

arguments by Diener (2000) and Konu and Rimpela (2002) it is meaningful to speculate 

around changes in society that perhaps influence how the students experience school and 

their relationships to peers. Two such changes might be found in the demands in school and 

in the use of social media. Firstly, changes in the school system and demands might suggest 

a relevant influence. Nielsen (2014b, 2017) argued that the school system today demands 

more interaction skills, social communication and collaboration so as to reflect the demands 

in society. With respect to school well-being, and the results found from these analyses, 
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higher social demands for all students might have resulted in higher reliance on good 

relationships to peers both outside and within the classroom in school. This could have 

caused a stronger association between peer relationships and school well-being. 

Secondly, the increased use of social media among adolescents might make 

everyone’s social network more visible, and thus more important. In particular, social media 

opened up new areas for bullying behaviour. Research has found that while traditional 

bullying of verbal and physical form, was intuitively connected to school well-being as this 

often happened at school, being a victim of cyber-bullying was also associated with lower 

school well-being (Smokowski, Evans, & Cotter, 2014). Thus, increased use of social media 

will perhaps give a stronger association between bullying and school well-being in a 

negative way.  

On the other hand, social media can also be seen as a way to reinforce friendships. 

Research has found that those who experience socially anxious symptoms might disclose 

more personal information to their friends on private platforms online, due to the higher 

controllability and less visible cues during the disclosure (Green, Wilhelmsen, Wilmots, 

Dodd, & Quinn, 2016). Social media sites has been found to be important to maintain 

friendships (Special & Li-Barber, 2012) and increase the feelings of belonging to the social 

group (Quinn & Oldmeadow, 2013). These findings suggest that the increased use of social 

media can contribute positively to formation of friendships, and thus make them more 

salient for well-being.  

From these arguments it seems that the social media opens up new platforms for both 

bullying behaviour and intimate friendships. In speculation, it could be that the increased use 

of these social media also increased the importance and focus of the social relationships 

among adolescents, in that both the positive and negative relationships can be reinforced. 

These reinforcements of social relationships to peers could be reflected in the adolescents’ 

social relationships at school, and thereby affect school well-being.  

These two societal changes suggest that social relationships have become more 

important in school through higher social demands in the school curriculum, and through 

increased pressure of social networks through the use of social media. These hypotheses 

could be a topic of further research, looking into both potential reasons for the stronger 

reliance on friends and bullying for school well-being, and if these reasons affect all groups 

of students in a similar manner. The current study also tested the significance of stronger 

associations for the separate groups of adolescents. The tendencies indicated that there were 

increases in associations for all groups, however not all were significant for the ethnic 
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minority students. Nevertheless, with differences in sample size between these groups and 

similar strengths of correlations, the results of the ethnic differences might not be 

comparable. A more detailed analysis of group differences between ethnic groups and 

genders may thus be called for.   

In summary, with the present data one can see a clear trend towards friendships and 

bullying being more strongly associated with school well-being than before. There is, 

however, uncertainty as to what underlying reasons for this might be, but it is reasonable to 

speculate in the effects of changes in society with the use of social media, and changes in 

educational methods.  

 

Limitations  

 An obviously valuable element in this study was that the data were collected from a 

representative sample of students in Oslo. Both the size of the sample in itself and the high 

rate of response, enabled the possibility of generalizing the results. Due to the large sample 

size, the ANOVA analyses were also robust enough despite the slightly non-normal 

distribution in the teacher conflict and friendship variables. Nevertheless there were also 

limitations as to what conclusions are possible to draw from the presented data.  

First, it is worth considering the internal consistency of the school well-being scale 

chosen in this study. The reliability scores were low, with alpha under the recommended 

reliability value of .70 in all three years. Nevertheless, three questions improve the measure 

of school well-being compared to only one question, even with relatively low reliability, and 

with only three questions is it more difficult to reach a high reliability score. The three 

chosen questions did correlate moderately, but equally with each other, indicating that they 

were equally interrelated. Additionally, the factor analysis indicated that it was meaningful 

to see the three questions as one construct with high factor loadings from all three questions. 

For these reasons the three questions were used despite the low alpha values, but this 

limitation should be acknowledged for interpretations and replication of this research. 

Second, the design used for these analyses did not permit any establishment of 

direction of causality. This direction could only be assumed from a theoretical point of view. 

For instance, although the results were presented and discussed based on assumptions from 

the School Well-Being Model, that social relationships to peers affect school well-being, the 

opposite might also be true i.e. that school well-being affects social relationships. In 

addition, higher school well-being could cause higher reliance on friends as much as higher 

reliance on friends could cause school well-being. Longitudinal studies of bullying and 
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school well-being suggest a reciprocal relationship. That is, one study found that being a 

victim of bullying predicted lower school well-being one year later (Loukas, Ripperger-

Suhler, & Herrera, 2012). Still, the opposite direction of causality was also found, levels of 

school well-being predicted victimisation by bullying two years later (Turner, Reynolds, 

Lee, Subasic, & Bromhead, 2014). Although the present results assumed that bullying 

caused lower school well-being, one should be cautious in assuming directionality since the 

relationship might be reciprocal or even opposite. 

 Third, there was a decline in the respective response rates over the consecutive years. 

The response rate in 2015 was only 85% compared to respectively 94 % and 93 % in 1996 

and 2006. These declining rates could possibly alter some of the results. For example, as the 

surveys were completed at school, it was necessary with student attendance in order to 

participate. Truancy and school drop out has been found to correlate with school well-being 

(Orpinas & Raczynski, 2016; White, 2010), and thus there might be consistently lower 

school well-being scores among the non-attending students as opposed to the attenders. This 

might imply that the true increase of school well-being between 2006 and 2015 might in fact 

be somewhat lower than found from these results. The impact of this lower response rate 

cannot firmly be concluded. 

 Fourth, there were some variations in how the specific variables were measured in 

each year of data collection. Some of the questions, such as bullying, teacher conflict and 

parent engagement, had different response alternatives in one year compared to the other 

two years. In order to make the data comparable over time in these particular variables, the 

scores from the year with different response alternatives were recoded in order to match the 

graded scales from the other two years. However, with altered alternatives students might 

respond somewhat differently. To illustrate, the parent engagement scale in 2006 had five 

response alternatives as opposed to four alternatives in 1996 and 2015. In 2006 the students 

could then choose the more neutral response of ‘partly accurate’, whereas in 1996 and 2015 

the students were forced to respond whether the statements were accurate or inaccurate to a 

certain degree. The significance of these coding changes for the present results was not clear 

although the results might have been affected to a certain degree. For instance, in order to 

assume with a higher probability, that parent engagement can not explain the changes in 

school well-being, neither by different levels nor by changes in associations, one should 

ideally have equal response categories over time.   

 Finally, two of the constructs could benefit from a more valid measure. The first 

construct concerned the student-teacher relationship, which was operationalized by the 
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student’s number of conflicts with a teacher over the past year. This might not have been 

extensive enough to encompass all sides of this relationship. Absence of a large conflict with 

a teacher does not necessarily mean a perfect relationship between the student and teacher. 

The teacher conflict did show the expected tendencies in relation to school well-being, but 

not the expected time trend. A more extensive measure could possibly yield different results 

regarding this important social variable.  

 The second variable was the ethnicity category, which in the present study was very 

broad and unspecific. It was based only on whether the parents of the students were native 

born or born abroad. It did not distinguish country of family origin, issues of background 

and identity, or for how long the students had lived in Norway. Research indicate that age of 

arrival of immigrants in Norway has effects for later socioeconomic well-being, and years of 

education (Hermansen, 2017). These effects could possibly be seen in school well-being as 

well. For these reasons, caution must be made when drawing conclusions or generalizing 

from these results.  

 

Conclusion and implications 

Despite its limitations, the empirical findings from this study indicated a clear 

increase in school well-being among adolescents in Oslo over the last two decades. Changes 

in levels of the social relationships to teachers, peers and parents could not explain this 

increase. However, based on the analysis, it appeared that this increase could be seen in the 

light of increased associations to relationships to peers when evaluating school well-being. 

As schools in Oslo focus explicitly on the psychosocial environment, it might be that this 

focus has benefitted the students to a better school experience. Importantly, however, this 

focus seemed to benefit mainly those who already had positive peer relationships, which 

implies a call for further work directly focusing on students with poor peer relations.  

Furthermore, in order to implement preventative measures and reduce bullying in 

school, it would be essential to know on which platforms bullying takes place. The results 

indicated increased correlation between school well-being and being bullied, however the 

question of bullying was of a general nature irrespective of from which platforms such 

bullying was experienced. Consequently, one cannot know if the adolescents included online 

bullying or not when they responded. Further research can be suggested, looking into these 

distinctions, for instance examining whether the association to school well-being differs 

between online and traditional bullying, and if these associations change over time regarding 

the increased use of social media.  
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On a more positive side, the adolescents in Oslo reported in 2015 equal levels of 

school well-being across gender and ethnicities. This implies that school in 2015 seems to 

accommodate for all students. However, even though there was no difference in levels of 

school well-being in 2015, the fact that the ethnic Norwegian students had relatively larger 

increase compared to the ethnic minorities, calls for more attention. As discussed, it is 

unclear as to what factors underlying these differences might be. Another line of research 

could look into the potentially different underlying factors for reporting high school well-

being between ethnic minority and majority students. Such research could include methods 

of both qualitative and quantitative nature, asking questions about values and attitudes 

towards school among different subgroups of students. By uncovering underlying reasons, 

one can ensure that ethnic minority students, as well as ethnic Norwegians, benefit equally 

well from measures to increase and warrant school well-being. In order to do this, it might 

also be necessary to investigate more nuanced groups of ethnicities. With the limitation of 

the ethnic measure, the present results can only argue that ethnic differences exists, however 

the results cannot indicate which ethnic minorities, or which groups within this 

categorisation, who should get the most attention.  

 A further topic of relevance for Oslo is to look closer at ethnic differences in school 

well-being within the separate areas of the city. At present, Oslo is seen as a segregated city, 

and reports from Statistics Norway indicate that an increasing number of schools in Oslo, 

mainly in the Eastern neighbourhoods, actually now host more ethnic minorities than native 

Norwegian students (Høydahl, 2015). Also, the report from the Young in Oslo surveys in 

2006 indicated that the higher school well-being for ethnic minority students was found 

mainly in the Eastern neighbourhoods, while no ethnic differences was found in the West 

(Øia, 2007). Thus, a more nuanced picture may emerge when looking at time trends for the 

different areas within Oslo, giving an indication of levels of integration. With the 

globalisation of today’s society, high rate of migration and continual political discussions on 

how to best accommodate multicultural populations, detailed investigations into school 

settings may yield valuable information. 

 In conclusion, adolescents in Oslo report increasingly higher levels of school well-

being from 1996 to 2015. The gender differences in the pattern of trends were small, 

however the ethnic differences were more substantial. While the ethnic minorities reported 

overall higher levels of school well-being, the larger increase by ethnic Norwegians resulted 

in equal levels between the groups in 2015. Looking ahead, efforts should be made to 

preserve this equality, and prevent one ethnic group to increase above the other. 
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Furthermore, the social relationships to teachers, peers and parents are related to school 

well-being. In particular, the relationships to peers seem more important in 2015 than in 

1996, and the results indicate that the increase in school well-being was seen mainly due to 

an increase among those who had friends, and those who were never bullied. The increased 

associations between these peer relationships and school well-being can possibly be seen in 

regards to higher demands of social knowledge in the school curriculum, or increased use of 

social media among adolescents. Importantly, there still seems to be a proportion of students 

feeling a lack of friendships and experience various types of bullying, and attention to these 

students is needed to address the increasing gap in school well-being between them and 

those with positive peer relations.  
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 Appendix 
 
By dividing the sample into four groups 

based on gender and ethnicity it was possible 

to see if there were any differences for the 

potential explanatory variables. Table I 

shows that for ethnic Norwegian boys and 

ethnic Norwegian girls the reported school 

well-being increased in each time interval. 

For ethnic minority boys the main increase 

was from 1996 to 2006, and then there was a 

marginally significant decrease from 2006 to 

2015. For ethnic minority girls the increase 

was only significant from 1996 to 2015.  

When investigating the social 

relationships the variables can explain the 

change in school well-being if the change 

that was originally significant becomes 

insignificant. In Table II the changes in each 

social variable for each group are stated. As 

with the whole sample, few social 

relationships had the same development as 

school well-being throughout the whole time 

period, however there were a few that had 

the similar direction of change in some of 

the time intervals. In total, all social 

variables were correlated with school well-

being for all groups (Table III). Table IV 

shows the results of the ANCOVA with the 

social variables as covariates. For ethnic 

Norwegian boys the changes in school well-

being were the same when controlling for 

the social variables. The same was true for 

ethnic minority boys and ethnic Norwegian 
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girls. Finally, for ethnic minority girls it was only necessary to look at the main effect of 

time as both time intervals were originally insignificant. By controlling for friendships the 

effect of time on school well-being was reduced. Hence the slight increase in school well-

being for ethnic minority girls could be attributed to a slight increase in reported friendships. 

No other social variable were able to reduce the effect of time.  

Finally, the changes of correlations over time were examined using linear regression 

models with an interaction term between time and the social variable. From the results it 

seemed that only for the ethnic Norwegian boys and girls had the associations significantly 

changed for friendships, bullying and teacher conflict (Table III). None of the associations 

had significantly changed for the ethnic minority boys or girls, except for bullying for ethnic 

minority girls. Still, as the strengths of the correlations were similar between the ethnic 

groups, and the sample sizes were smaller for the ethnic minority groups, the fact that some 

of the changes did not reach significant levels could be due to different variances within the 

groups.  
 
 
 
 
 
Table II The means of school well-being and all the social variables with the ANOVA statistics for the change 
over time with Scheffe post hoc tests for the change in each time interval for all four groups of students. 
 
A: Ethnic Norwegian boys 
 Means    ANOVA   1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p p 
School well-being 1.72 2.01 2.10  275.46 <.001  <.001 <.001 <.001 
Parent engagement 2.07 2.12 2.14  9.31 <.001  .014 .424 <.001 
Friendship 2.31 2.66 2.53  148.99 <.001  <.001 <.001 <.001 
Bullying 0.17 0.10 0.10  38.46 <.001  <.001 .934 <.001 
Teacher conflict 0.31 0.22 0.36  25.26 <.001  <.001 <.001 .048 
 
 
B: Ethnic Norwegian girls 
 Means    ANOVA   1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p p 
School well-being 1.78 1.90 2.09  159.19 <.001  <.001 <.001 <.001 
Parent engagement 2.09 2.01 2.19  52.83 <.001  <.001 <.001 <.001 
Friendship 2.54 2.48 2.57  8.48 <.001  .016 <.001 .529 
Bullying 0.10 0.17 0.11  30.90 <.001  <.001 <.001 .301 
Teacher conflict 0.34 0.31 0.22  17.24 <.001  .430 <.001 <.001 
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C: Ethnic minority boys 
 Means    ANOVA   1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p p 
School well-being 1.98 2.21 2.12  28.02 <.001  <.001 .010 <.001 
Parent engagement 2.00 2.05 2.12  7.54 .001  .320 .044 .001 
Friendship 2.21 2.56 2.50  41.19 <.001  <.001 .174 <.001 
Bullying 0.22 0.13 0.13  15.94 <.001  <.001 .938 <.001 
Teacher conflict 0.29 0.21 0.50  33.76 <.001  .136 <.001 <.001 
 
 
D: Ethnic minority girls 
 Means    ANOVA   1996-2006 2006-2015 1996-2015 
 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p p 
School well-being 2.03 2.09 2.14  7.50 .001  .111 .221 .001 
Parent engagement 2.01 1.98 2.12  14.42 <.001  .509 <.001 .003 
Friendship 2.37 2.43 2.49  4.41 .012  .400 .267 .015 
Bullying 0.13 0.23 0.12  29.32 <.001  <.001 <.001 .660 
Teacher conflict 0.16 0.33 0.25  13.09 <.001  <.001 .014 .023 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table III Correlations with school well-being over time and total, with the significance level of the difference. 
 
A: Norwegian boys 

 
B: Norwegian girls 

 
C: Minority boys 
 1996 2006 2015 Total   96-06 06-15 96-15 
Parent engagement .24* .24* .21* .23*  .462 .400 .144 
Friendship .08 .12* .15* .14*  .391 .691 .196 
Bullying -.15* -.24* -.19* -.21*  .038 .191 .326 
Teacher conflict -.20* -.22* -.25* -.23*  .750 .196 .445 
 
D: Minority girls 
 1996 2006 2015 Total   96-06 06-15 96-15 
Parent engagement .24* .29* .24* .26*  .512 .070 .389 
Friendship .11 .14* .23* .17*  .507 .057 .013 
Bullying -.10 -.32* -.31* -.26*  .001 .213 <.001 
Teacher conflict -.12* -.22* -.20* -.19*  .652 .586 .400 
* means the correlation was significant at p<.001 
 
 
 
 

 1996 2006 2015 Total   96-06 06-15 96-15 
Parent engagement .26* .34* .27* .29*  .159 .007 .256 
Friendship .07* .13* .16* .15*  .007 .774 .002 
Bullying -.14* -.28* -.22* -.22*  <.001 .003 <.001 
Teacher conflict -.15* -.19* -.26* -.19*  .096 .341 .004 

 1996 2006 2015 Total   96-06 06-15 96-15 
Parent engagement .27* .29* .32* .30*  .549 .996 .526 
Friendship .07* .12* .25* .14*  .182 <.001 <.001 
Bullying -.18* -.21* -.33* -.23*  .617 <.001 <.001 
Teacher conflict -.18* -.20* -.25* -.21*  .248 <.001 <.001 
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Table IV The adjusted means of school well-being after controlling for the social variables, and the ANCOVA 
statistics for the effect of time on school well-being when controlling for the covariate, with repeated contrasts 
for the difference between the time intervals.  
 
A: Ethnic Norwegian boys  
 Adjusted means of school 

well-being 
  

ANCOVA 
  1996-

2006 
2006-
2015 

 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p 
Parent engagement 1.73 2.01 2.12  276.44 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Friendship 1.74 1.99 2.10  227.89 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Bullying 1.74 2.00 2.10  244.52 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Teacher conflict 1.73 2.00 2.11  276.85 <.001  <.001 <.001 
All covariates 
combined 

1.77 1.99 2.12  209.18 <.001  <.001 <.001 

 
 
B: Ethnic Norwegian girls 
 Adjusted means of school 

well-being 
  

ANCOVA 
  1996-

2006 
2006-
2015 

 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p 
Parent engagement 1.79 1.93 2.08  138.14 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Friendship 1.78 1.91 2.09  157.77 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Bullying 1.77 1.92 2.09  174.69 <.001  <.001 <.001 
Teacher conflict 1.79 1.90 2.08  141.61 <.001  <.001 <.001 
All covariates 
combined 

1.79 1.95 2.07  138.23 <.001  <.001 <.001 

 
 
C: Ethnic Minority boys 
 Adjusted means of school 

well-being 
  

ANCOVA 
  1996-

2006 
2006-
2015 

 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p 
Parent engagement 2.00 2.21 2.14  24.61 <.001  <.001 .010 
Friendship 2.01 2.20 2.13  17.54 <.001  <.001 .009 
Bullying 2.00 2.20 2.12  22.37 <.001  <.001 .004 
Teacher conflict 1.97 2.18 2.15  27.07 <.001  <.001 .227 
All covariates 
combined 

2.03 2.18 2.16  11.98 <.001  <.001 .438 

 
 
D: Ethnic minority girls  
 Adjusted means of school 

well-being 
  

ANCOVA 
  1996-

2006 
2006-
2015 

 1996 2006 2015  F p  p p 
Parent engagement 2.04 2.11 2.15  7.04 <.001  .018 .174 
Friendship 2.05 2.10 2.14  4.00 .018  .115 .205 
Bullying 2.02 2.13 2.13  8.48 <.001  <.001 .899 
Teacher conflict 2.01 2.11 2.14  9.48 <.001  .002 .295 
All covariates 
combined 

2.04 2.16 2.13  7.42 .001  <.001 .330 

 
 
 
 
 


