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Abstract 

 

This study, conducted with a person-oriented approach, aimed to assess whether students who are 

positively engaged in school activities and daily practices perceive their school climate differently 

from students who feel distant and less engaged in school. To achieve this aim, by means of a 

Latent Profile Analysis with the 3-step approach, we first identified student profiles on the basis of 

their levels of school engagement and burnout, and then verified whether the school climate 

perceptions differed for the various profiles. The study involved 1065 Italian middle-school 

students (49% females, Mage = 11.77). School climate perceptions were assessed with the 

Multidimensional School Climate Questionnaire. Multidimensional measures were used for student 

engagement and school burnout. Four student profiles, labelled Cynically disengaged (5.9%), 

Moderately disengaged (21.6%), Peacefully engaged (46.1%) and Tenseley engaged (26.4%), were 

identified. The first two profiles involved low levels of engagement and high levels of cynical 

burnout, with the former showing more extreme scores. The other two profiles depicted engaged 

students, with the latter also revealing feelings of pressure and disillusion. The four profiles differed 

in their school climate perceptions, with the Peacefully engaged students reporting the highest 

scores and the Cynically disengaged students embodying the most critical perceptions. The study’s 

educational implications are discussed. 

 

Keywords: Latent profile analysis, middle-school students, person-oriented approach, school 

burnout, school climate, student engagement 
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Introduction 

 

School climate is a multidimensional construct that captures the complex and multifaceted nature of 

the learning environment (for a comprehensive review, see Wang and Degol 2016). It has received 

growing interest from scholars in the last decades, mostly because of the evidence that school 

climate research can provide important information for the implementation of interventions (Voight 

and Nation 2016) leading to improvements in the learning environment (Cohen et al. 2009; Thapa 

et al. 2013). The results of school climate research consistently show that perceptions of a good 

school climate are positively associated with learning and academic achievement (Berkowitz et al. 

2017) and can prevent negative outcomes, such as problem behaviours or violence in school 

(Reaves et al. 2018; Steffgen et al. 2013). Less is known, however, about the associations between 

school climate and the way students feel and act in school. To bridge this gap, the present study 

addressed the following question: Do students who are positively engaged in school activities and 

daily practices perceive their school climate differently from students who feel distant and less 

engaged in school? To answer this question, we adopted a person-oriented approach for identifying 

student profiles on the basis of their levels of school involvement, and then explored perceptions of 

their learning environment, by searching for the profiles’ associations with school climate 

dimensions.  

 

School climate 

 

Defined as “the quality and character of school life” (Cohen et al. 2009, p. 182), the construct of 

school climate includes both the intangible school atmosphere (e.g. relational and belongingness 

feelings) and the more-concrete classroom life (daily teacher–student interactions and didactic 

practices) (Reyes et al., 2012). Given these broad features, research on school climate calls for a 



3 

systemic theoretical approach (Rudasill et al. 2018), which offers a wide perspective for 

understanding and interpreting the interdependent transactions and relationships between and 

among individuals and groups that occur in the proximal classroom system as well as in the more 

general school system. 

Research on school climate has mostly been carried out with a variable-centred approach, 

allowing scholars to investigate general trends and associations between variables. Results 

consistently showed that better perceptions of school climate are associated with higher academic 

achievement (Kutsyuruba et al. 2015; Maxwell et al. 2017; Reynolds et al. 2017) and lower levels 

of violence and problem behaviour (Johnson 2009; Reaves et al. 2018; Steffgen et al. 2013). 

Moreover, school climate was found to relate to students’ mental health (Aldridge and McChenney 

2018; Jamal et al. 2013) and teachers’ psychological wellbeing (Gray et al., 2017).  

In this study, we provide a contribution by adopting a person-oriented approach to exploring 

whether groups of students with positive or negative experiences of school involvement in terms of 

engagement and burnout differ in their school climate perceptions, keeping distinct the two aspects 

of classroom practices and school atmosphere.  

 

School experiences of engagement and burnout 

 

Student engagement in school activities is generally described as a positive, flourishing experience 

(Fredricks et al. 2004; Reschly et al. 2008). The construct is multidimensional, comprising four 

aspects. Emotional engagement is defined as the student’s reaction to teachers, classmates and 

school-related experiences. Behavioural engagement refers to the student’s involvement in school 

activities. Cognitive engagement indicates the processes and strategies that students use to elaborate 

learning contents. The fourth component, which was added more recently (Mameli and Passini 

2017), is called agentic engagement and involves students’ active role and transformative 

contributions provided to the ongoing flow of the education that they receive. 



4 

Overall, the concept of student engagement is considered crucial for ameliorating the 

educational paths of young generations (Appleton et al. 2008; Jelas et al. 2016; Lawson and Lawson 

2013). Moreover, it has been claimed that student engagement is associated with the feeling that 

learning in school is important for achieving personal goals (Voelkl 1997). However, this is only 

one side of the coin. Fewer studies have actually shown that, in some cases, the experience of 

energy, dedication and absorption entailed by student engagement goes together with negative 

feelings, such as those of exhaustion or inadequacy, which are typical symptoms of student burnout 

(Salmela-Aro et al. 2009). In studies conducted with high-school students, when Salmela-Aro and 

collaborators (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016; Salmela-Aro and Read 2017) combined emotional 

engagement and burnout with a person-oriented approach, various students’ profiles with different 

levels of the two variables emerged. As predicted, there were students who felt emotionally 

engaged in school activities and perceived no burnout, whereas other students experienced high 

levels of burnout and no engagement. However, the central and most-interesting finding of the 

study involved a group of students, labelled ‘engaged-exhausted’, who experienced what the 

authors called the “dark side of student engagement” (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016, p. 68) which was 

characterised simultaneously by high levels of emotional engagement and exhaustion. This result, 

which contrasts with the common definition of engagement as a definitely-positive experience, has 

many clinical implications because engaged-exhausted students are at risk of developing symptoms 

of depression in the long run (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014).  

Drawing on the interesting insights provided by this line of research, we adopted a person-

oriented approach for identifying, in a population of middle-school students, profiles resulting from 

the combination of engagement and burnout, and then we explored perceptions of their learning 

environment by searching for the profiles’ associations with school climate dimensions.  

 

School climate associations with student engagement and burnout 
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There is limited evidence about the associations between students’ engagement and school climate 

perceptions. However, the few existing studies in the field have provided some interesting results. 

For example, Fatou and Kubiszewski (2018) found that several dimensions of school climate were 

positively associated with student engagement, especially as far as its affective component was 

concerned, and Wang and Eccles (2013) found a positive relation between better school structure 

and higher behavioural and emotional engagement. Other studies supported the positive role of 

school climate in the promotion of student engagement (Yang et al. 2020), while also underlining 

cultural differences. For example, the results of a cross-cultural study comparing American and 

Chinese students (Bear et al. 2018) showed that the relation between school climate and 

engagement was significant only for the American students. These results indicate that the 

association between school climate and student engagement is a promising field of study, but more 

research is needed. However, associations between school climate and student burnout, to the best 

knowledge, has been investigated very seldom so far. Among the few studies in the field, Shih 

(2015) found a negative association between perceived classroom structure and burnout in 

Taiwanese students. Research in this area has important educational implications, because knowing 

whether the way in which young students feel and act in school relates to school climate can inform 

interventions for improving the learning environment. 

 

Study rationale and aims 

 

Following Salmela-Aro and collaborators’ suggestion to further exploit a person-oriented approach, 

we built on the literature in the current study in three ways. First, while previous person-oriented 

studies on engagement and burnout were carried out in high schools (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016) or 

universities (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014) students, we used the same approach to 

explore unique patterns of engagement and burnout in a population of early adolescents. This 

research is needed because it offers the possibility to identify students at risk of disengaging from 
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school. Moreover, and contrary to previous person-oriented work that generally has considered only 

one dimension of engagement (mostly affective or emotional), this study accounted for the four-

component model of engagement. This allowed us to achieve a more-nuanced view of how early 

adolescents perceive their involvement in school. Lastly, we analysed whether the emerging 

profiles of students’ involvement in school were accompanied by different perceptions of many 

school climate dimensions, an issue that never has been addressed before and that is important for 

finding ways to improve the learning environment. 

There were two were research aims. First, we identified student profiles based on their levels 

of engagement and burnout. Drawing on the results of previous studies (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016), 

we expected to find a group of students who were highly engaged and showed low levels of 

burnout, a group of students with high levels of burnout and low engagement, and a group of 

students with mixed levels of engagement and burnout. At this stage, we also controlled for the role 

of gender and school grade. The second aim was to explore whether the students belonging to the 

identified profiles showed different school climate perceptions, assessed in the multidimensional 

features of classroom practices and school atmosphere. 

 

Methods 

 

Participants 

 

This study involved 1065 participants (49% females, 93% born in Italy) from four mixed-gender 

middle schools in Northern Italy. Participants were aged from 10 to 13 years (Mage = 11.77, SDage = 

.72) and were all enrolled in the 6th or 7th grade. Their socio-economic status (SES) was not 

assessed directly for this study, but the official website of the Italian Ministry of University and 

Research (MIUR) reveals that participating schools are attended by students from medium socio-
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economic contexts, with a percentage (between 10 and 20%) of students being mostly second-

generation immigrants coming chiefly from Northern Africa and Eastern Europe. 

 

Procedure 

 

The research was conducted in agreement with the Italian National Psychological Association’s 

ethical norms. After obtaining parental consent (only 1% of parents refused), the researcher 

administered the questionnaire during class hours, using computers and online software that allows 

the randomization of the item order for each participant. All students received the same instructions 

and, after being briefed about the research aims, were asked for voluntary participation and assured 

of anonymity.  

 

Measures 

 

For each of the following scales, participants answered on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 

Completely Disagree to Completely Agree, with higher scores indicating higher engagement, higher 

burnout and better school-climate perceptions. Cronbach’s alpha reliability for each measure and 

dimension, along with descriptive statistics and intercorrelations, are reported in Table 1.  

 

Student engagement  

We used an instrument already validated with an Italian population (Mameli and Passini 2017) and 

comprising four dimensions of engagement: Emotional (sample item: “I have fun learning 

something new”), Behavioural (sample item: “In class I work as hard as I can”), Cognitive (sample 

item: “When I study I try to find links between topics”) and Agentic (item sample: “In class I 

express my preferences and opinions”). With agreement of the authors, we used an abbreviated 

version with 16 that had the highest factor loadings in the validation. To test the goodness-of-fit of 
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this abbreviated version of the questionnaire with our population, we conducted a preliminary 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The expected four-factor model had good indices of fit: 

RMSEA= .047 [.042–.053], CFI= .943, SRMR= .054. 

 

School burnout 

We used the 9-item Italian adaptation (Fiorilli et al., 2014) of the School Burnout Inventory 

(Salmela-Aro et al. 2009) comprising three dimensions: Exhaustion (sample item: “I feel 

overwhelmed by schoolwork”), Cynicism (sample item: “I often wonder whether school has any 

meaning”) and Inadequacy (item sample: “In the past I had better expectations toward school than I 

have now”). Because students involved in this study were younger than those involved in the 

original Italian adaptation of the measure, we first explored the psychometric properties of the 

inventory and then conducted a CFA with our population. These analyses showed that the 

Inadequacy dimension was not adequate (Cronbach’s alpha = .58), perhaps because it was 

misunderstood by our population of early adolescent students. Thus, we excluded this dimension, 

with its two indicators, and tested the goodness-of-fit of a two-factor (Exhaustion and Cynicism) 

scale with a CFA, which yielded good fit indices: RMSEA= .047 [.032–.063], CFI= .980, SRMR= 

.028. 

 

School climate 

Among the many measures that were developed for studying school climate (for methodological 

reviews, see Grazia and Molinari 2020a; Ramelow et al. 2015), the 49-item student version of the 

Multidimensional School Climate Questionnaire (MSCQ) was chosen for this study. The MSCQ, an 

instrument validated for the Italian school contexts in two studies involving a total population of 

1645 students aged from 10 to 16 years (Grazia and Molinari 2020b), is a multi-informant 

questionnaire grounded in a systemic approach (Janosz, Georges, and Parent 1998) and containing 

two broad sections, one on Classroom Practices and one on School Atmosphere. The Classroom 
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Practices section comprises six dimensions, namely, Rules (sample item: “The rules are clear and 

easy to understand”), Student support (sample item: “If students have academic problems, they can 

easily get help from teachers”), Student involvement (sample item: “Students are asked for their 

opinion on the school functioning”), Positive teaching (sample item: “Teachers explain why what 

we study is important”), Encouragement (sample item: “Teachers tell us that we can do it”), and 

Class management (sample item: “Teachers lose their temper easily”; item to be reversed). The 

School Atmosphere section comprises five dimensions: Student relations (sample item: “Students 

treat one another with respect”), Student–teacher relations (sample item: “In general, students and 

teachers get along with each other”), Educational climate (sample item: “You can feel that studying 

is important”), Sense of belonging (sample item: “I am proud to be a student of this school”), and 

Interpersonal justice (sample item: “Students are treated with justice”).  

 

Data analysis 

 

To achieve our aims, we conducted a Latent Profile Analysis with the 3-step approach (Asparouhov 

and Muthen 2014) to allow us to identify student profiles based on engagement and burnout, and 

then we analysed their associations with school climate dimensions, while controlling for 

measurement errors in the identification of latent classes.  

For our first aim, we used the four dimensions of student engagement and the two 

dimensions of school burnout to test models with 2–5 latent classes. Models were then compared 

through several fit indices: the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), the Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin 

Likelihood Ratio Test (VLMR-LRT), the Bootstrapped Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT), and the 

entropy value (Nylund, Asparouhov and Muthen 2007). In the comparison of indices, lower BIC 

values and entropy values closer to 1 are preferred because they indicate better fit and clearer 

distinction of classes. Moreover, both likelihood ratio tests (VLM-LRT and BLRT) should be 

significant, indicating that, in the comparison of nested models, adding one class improves the fit. 
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Beside fit indices we also considered interpretability and parsimony when selecting the best-fitting 

model. We also controlled for the role of gender and school grade in predicting the likelihood of 

profile membership by conducting a multinomial logistic regression. For our second aim, in line 

with the 3-step approach, we conducted t-tests to compare profiles of the mean perceptions of all 

school climate dimensions.  

 

Results 

 

Student profiles 

 

The fit indices for 2–5 class Latent Profile Models are reported in Table 2. BIC values and BLRT 

did not distinguish among these models, suggesting that a larger number of classes might be best 

fitting. However, interpretability and parsimony of the model are also important and a number of 

classes higher than 5 would have been difficult to interpret. Thus, we considered the other 

likelihood ratio test, the VLM-LRT, which suggested that it was not necessary to have more than 4 

classes. The best loglikelihood value for the 4-classes model was replicated in more than one final 

stage solution, supporting it as a good solution. Consistently, the entropy value, decreasing with the 

addition of more classes, supported the choice of this model. Overall, the fit indices indicated that a 

4-classes solution was the best-fitting model.  

The four resulting profiles are represented in Figure 1, where 0 corresponds to the mean 

score, and the distribution of students among profiles is represented in Figure 2. The first profile 

(including 6% of our population), which we called Cynically disengaged, included students 

reporting the lowest levels of all dimensions of engagement, alongside a score in exhaustion close 

to the average and a very high score in cynicism. A similar tendency, with weaker scores, 

characterised the second profile, which comprised a higher number of students (22%) and that we 

called Moderately disengaged. Students reported low levels in all engagement dimensions and a 
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rather high level of cynicism. The Peacefully engaged profile included a larger number of students 

(46%) who reported the highest scores in emotional and behavioural engagement, and the lowest 

scores in both burnout dimensions that were well below the mean. The fourth profile, labelled 

Tenseley engaged, comprised the remaining students 26% of students, who reported scores close to 

the average in the emotional and behavioural dimensions of engagement, scores above the mean in 

cognitive engagement, the highest score (compared with the other profiles) in agentic engagement, 

and high scores in both dimensions of burnout.  

When checking for the role of gender, we found that female students were less likely to 

belong to the Cynically disengaged profile as compared to the Moderately disengaged and to the 

Peacefully engaged profiles (respectively, B (SE) = 1.00(.37), p = .007 and B (SE) = 1.53(.34), p = 

.000), and more likely to belong to the Peacefully engaged profile than to the Moderately 

disengaged (B (SE) = .53(.20), p = .007) and to the Tensely engaged profiles (B (SE) = .98(.20) p = 

.000). There was no significant gender difference between Cynically disengaged and Tensely 

engaged profiles. 

School grade was significant in the comparison of the Cynically disengaged profile with the 

Peacefully engaged and Tensely engaged profiles: in both cases, older students (7th grade) were 

more likely to belong to the first profile (respectively B (SE) = .96 (.30), p = .002 and B (SE)= .62 

(.31), p = .046). Lastly, in the comparison between the Moderately disengaged and Peacefully 

engaged profiles, older students were more likely to belong to the former (B (SE) = .74(.20), p = 

.000).  

 

Associations with school climate perceptions 

 

Paired t-tests (Figures 3 and 4) revealed that students in the different profiles reported significant 

differences in most dimensions of school climate. Starting with Classroom Practices dimensions 

(Figure 3), the two disengaged profiles (Cynically and Moderately) involved scores well below the 
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mean for all dimensions, and significantly lower than for the two engaged profiles, with the 

exception of the perception of Class management which was on level with the Tensely engaged 

profile. In the comparison between the two disengaged profiles, the Cynically disengaged students 

reported significantly-lower scores in Positive teaching and Encouragement. As far as the two 

engaged profiles were concerned, the overall picture was more positive with Tenseley engaged 

students reporting higher scores for Student support and Student involvement, lower scores for 

Positive teaching and much-lower scores for Class management. 

With regard to the School Atmosphere dimensions (Figure 4), the four groups reported 

significant differences for most dimensions, with the Cynically disengaged profile scoring the 

lowest, followed by the Moderately disengaged. The Peacefully and Tensely engaged profiles 

scored higher than the disengaged ones, with few differences between them. Notably, Tensely 

engaged students reported higher scores for Student relations, lower scores for educational climate 

and much lower scores for Sense of belonging and Interpersonal justice. 

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of this study was to employ a multidimensional perspective in analysing the relationship 

between engagement and burnout, and perceptions of the learning environment in terms of school 

climate. To achieve this aim, we first replicated previous research (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016; 

Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014) based on a person-oriented approach for identifying 

subgroups of individuals with different profiles of engagement and burnout, by also adding the use 

of a multidimensional view of engagement and recruiting a younger student population. Secondly, 

we introduced a novel approach in the field by comparing various profiles in terms of classroom 

practices and school atmosphere dimensions, thus enriching our understanding of the learning 

environment. Key findings and educational implications are discussed in the following sections.  

 



13 

Student profiles: Pictures of early adolescent students 

 

Overall, the results from the Latent Profile Analysis supported our general expectations. In line with 

previous studies conducted with high-school students (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016; Salmela-Aro and 

Read 2017), similar patterns of engagement and burnout also pertained with younger students. This 

is an important result because it pinpoints the possibility of identifying students with severe levels 

of school malaise and develop interventions for promoting adaptive trajectories and preventing 

further risks.  

As in previous studies, our use of a multidimensional measure of engagement offered further 

insights into the different profiles. In contrast to our predictions, we found two groups of students 

reporting low levels of engagement and high levels of burnout. This critical picture, which in total 

pertains to more than one student out of four, was more extreme for the Cynically disengaged 

profile and less extreme for the Moderately disengaged students, whose pattern was similar to the 

‘inefficacious’ one found by Salmela-Aro and colleagues (2017). In line with a previous study 

conducted with older participants (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014), students belonging to 

these two profiles reported feelings of burnout that strongly pointed toward a cynical attitude in 

school, while the perception of exhaustion attributable to study demands was much less intense. It is 

not surprising that cynicism is negatively correlated with engagement, because this burnout 

dimension is defined in terms of a distal attitude toward work and a loss of interest in activities that 

are considered as not meaningful (Salmela-Aro et al. 2009). However, by relying on a 

multidimensional measure of engagement, we were able to attach a more-nuanced picture of these 

students.  

Differently from what described by Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro (2014), the profile 

with the highest level of cynicism was also characterised by the lowest levels of engagement, 

especially as far as the emotional, behavioural and cognitive dimensions were concerned. This 

picture makes the Cynically disengaged students the most at risk for school problems, grade 
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retention and dropout, which is consistent with findings from variable-oriented studies 

(Archambault et al. 2009; Bear et al. 2019). In addition, the relatively-small number of students 

clustered in this profile reported less-negative levels of agentic engagement, a dimension that is 

seldom considered in the studies of engagement (Mameli et al. 2019). This is an important and 

novel result that helps to better understand the characteristics of these students who, despite their 

general disengagement, perform some actions aimed at transforming a learning environment 

perceived as not meaningful (Matos et al. 2018). 

This finding brings new insights to the recent debate about agency (Mameli et al. 2020), 

which is considered as taking a twofold meaning in the course of classroom dynamics. One form of 

agency basically conveys alignment with the teacher’s directions, while another expresses 

resistance and challenge the teacher’s power, especially in situations perceived to be unsatisfactory 

(Grazia et al. 2020). Having found that agentic engagement was higher, as compared with the other 

dimensions of engagement, in the cluster of Cynically disengaged students, we suggest that early 

adolescents make the effort to raise their voice in critical situations, presumably to produce 

intentional and strategic changes in their learning environment (Matos et al. 2018; Reeve and 

Shin,2020). This result opens reflections about the importance for teachers to care for these 

students, to listen and try to catch up with them in order to avoid their complete separation from 

school.  

In contrast, a very encouraging picture emerged from the Peacefully engaged profile, which 

describes the most-adaptive pattern of engagement and burnout. These students, who comprised 

almost half of our total population, did not report burnout symptoms, thus declaring that they feel 

energy for their schoolwork and that going to school makes sense to them. They also perceived high 

levels of involvement in their school tasks, especially as far as the emotional component is 

concerned. The identification of an engaged and well-adapted profile is consistent with previous 

findings (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014), even if it was not so numerically substantial in 

other studies (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016). In addition, inspection of the various dimensions of 
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engagement shows that, contrary to what was found for the Cynically disengaged profile, the lowest 

score in engagement reported by these students concerned the dimension of agency. We can 

conclude that the Peacefully engaged profile comprises the ‘good students’, who are involved in 

school, feel happy about what they do and learn, and show a weak attitude to actions aimed at 

changing their environment.  

The last profile confirms that, as expected, not all engaged students share an ‘idyllic’ vision 

of the school environment. Indeed, the Tensely engaged profile included students who are relatively 

involved in school but simultaneously experience high levels of burnout. In contrast to the 

disengaged students whose burnout was almost completely of a cynical type, the Tensely engaged 

students reported high levels of both cynicism and exhaustion. They thus can be described as 

highly-stressed and disillusioned students, who are engaged especially in the cognitive and agentic 

dimensions. These students in our sample embodied the dark side of student engagement already 

described by Salmela-Aro and collaborators (2016), because they seem to struggle and make an 

effort to participate and be involved by means of cognitive strategies in their learning and agentic 

behaviours in classroom interactions, but at the cost of a high level of pressure and disenchantment 

with school. The demands-resources model (Salmela-Aro and Upadaya 2014) provides an 

interpretative framework for this profile, which combines the positive process of engagement 

resources with the negative process of strain and fatigue demands.   

The results of the control variables completed the profiles’ picture. The findings concerning 

gender were consistent with the literature, showing that girls overall tend to follow more adaptive 

trajectories of engagement (Janosz et al. 2008). With regard to the role of school grade in predicting 

profile membership, older students were found to be more likely to belong to the less-adaptive 

profiles. While acknowledging that our data were cross-sectional and therefore cannot inform on 

change over time, these findings, along with the higher number of students clustered in the most-

adaptive profile in our study relative to studies with older students, suggest that there could be a 

tendency toward an increase with age in detachment and disillusion that needs to be confirmed in 
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future longitudinal studies. If this tendency is confirmed, it would add novel elements to previous 

research showing a consistent decline in student engagement for older students (Lemos et al. 2020; 

Skinner et al. 2008).  

 

Associations of student profiles with school climate perceptions  

 

Opening a new line of inquiry with respect to previous person-oriented studies, we explored in the 

second aim of the present study associations between students’ patterns of engagement and burnout 

and their perceptions of school climate. With regard to everyday Classroom Practices, our results 

are overall consistent with variable-oriented studies showing that various practices in the learning 

environment are associated to student engagement (Fredericks et al. 2004; Shih 2015; Wang and 

Eccles 2013; Wang and Holcombe 2010). Accordingly, both disengaged profiles shared the most-

negative perceptions of these dimensions, but novel findings pinpointed differences between the 

two disengaged profiles, with the Cynically disengaged students experiencing significantly less 

enthusiasm and encouragement from their teachers relative to the Moderately disengaged students. 

This result confirms the critical situation of the Cynically disengaged students, who do not find in 

their classroom environment supportive, which is important for promoting engagement (Shernoff et 

al. 2016) and buffering the risk for these students to remain marginal and eventually be ‘thrown out’ 

of school. 

Regarding the engaged students, the study findings confirm previous person-oriented 

research indicating that they perceived higher resources in their learning environment (Salmela-Aro 

et al. 2016). Our multidimensional approach to school climate allowed us to detect that, in 

particular, the most-positive perception of Class management was a strong characterising feature of 

the adaptive Peacefully Engaged profile, while all the other profiles turned out to be more critical as 

regarding the teachers’ ability to effectively manage everyday classroom activities without losing 

their patience. This finding confirms previous variable-oriented research that highlighted the 
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association of better school structure with higher behavioural and emotional engagement (Wang & 

Eccles, 2013) and lower burnout symptoms (Shih 2015). Moreover, the Peacefully engaged students 

were more prone to perceive their teachers as enthusiastic and engaging, which are aspects that 

probably further sustain their adaptive profile.  On their part, the Tenseley engaged students instead 

perceived more personal involvement and more support from their teachers. This result, along with 

these students’ higher scores in agentic engagement and previous findings of links between agentic 

engagement and perceptions of teacher support (Matos et al. 2018), suggests that students handle 

their feelings of stress and cynicism by first asking for and then accepting the teacher’s help.  

Regarding the School Atmosphere, the Cynically disengaged students were the most 

negative on all dimensions, with the Sense of belonging approaching the lowest point, which 

confirms the severe malaise experienced by these students in school. Generally, students in both 

disengaged profiles perceived school atmosphere as less satisfying than students in the engaged 

profiles, as could be expected on the basis of variable-oriented studies on the associations between 

school climate and student engagement (Fatou and Kubiszewski 2018; Lombardi et al. 2019). 

Interestingly, negative feelings also were reported, especially by the Cynically disengaged students, 

with respect to peer relationships, showing that their discomfort is not restricted to learning aspects 

but invades the relational sphere. This result complements those of a qualitative study showing that 

positive social interactions are very relevant for students’ and teachers’ conceptualizations of 

engagement (Fredericks et al. 2016).  

Overall, the Peacefully and Tensely engaged students showed a positive perception of the 

school atmosphere, but they also reported marked differences. For example, while students in both 

groups reported similar perceptions of their relations with teachers, the Tenseley engaged students 

perceived better relations with peers. This indicates that their higher levels of exhaustion and 

cynicism toward school were not accompanied by scattered discontent with their relational 

environment. However, these students also reported less-positive perceptions of the educational 

climate, thus revealing their difficulty in grasping the importance and beauty of learning in their 
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school. This result is consistent with a previous person-oriented study indicating that students in an 

‘engaged-exhausted’ profile, compared with purely engaged students, tended to perceive school as 

having lower value (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014). Moreover, Tenseley engaged students 

reported a lower Sense of belonging and the feeling that teachers treat students unfairly. This result 

confirms findings in variable-oriented studies (i.e., that perceived classroom justice plays an 

important role on engagement and wellbeing) (Mameli et al. 2018; Molinari and Mameli 2018).  

While more research at greater depth is needed into the above-reported associations (see also 

the Limitation and Future directions section), some of our findings pinpoint several aspects that can 

be translated into practical suggestions for empowering teachers in reflecting and intervening 

concerning the learning environment. For instance, the finding that the Cynically disengaged 

students, which comes out as the most critical profile, were the most negative on Positive teaching 

and Encouragement highlights their feeling of distance and isolation that, together with the low 

level of relationships with their peers, make up the picture of early adolescents perceiving 

generalized and serious school maladjustment. For the Tenseley engaged students, who put in a lot 

of effort into their learning but are burned out, dimensions pertaining the management of class 

activities with fairness and enthusiasm for learning were considered as critical. Teachers wanting to 

address this form of distress could start by addressing these aspects in their everyday practice. 

 

Limitations and conclusion 

 

This study is not without limitations and therefore further research is needed to strengthen its 

findings. First and foremost, our cross-sectional and person-oriented approach, while providing 

insights into the different groups of students, did not allow us to infer the direction of associations 

between school and student engagement and burnout. Longitudinal research is certainly needed in 

this field (Grazia and Molinari 2020a) and further variable-oriented studies could complement our 

findings. Notwithstanding these limits, this study provided first person-oriented results on the 
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relatively less-investigated correlates of school climate. Further studies could improve the resulting 

knowledge by also considering other variables at the classroom (e.g., teacher characteristics) and 

individual (e.g., the influence of family and personality) levels.  

In conclusion, the adoption of a person-oriented approach, together with a multidimensional 

view of engagement and a comprehensive conceptualization of school climate, allowed the 

emergence of insights contributing to a new perspective in the study of the learning environment, as 

well as adding information to previous studies on student engagement and burnout. Implications for 

teachers and school managers offer precious advice for reflecting on students’ different perceptions 

of their learning environment, preventing difficulties and helping students to enjoy a positive 

experience of involvement at school. 
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Note. The scores on the same dimension of School atmosphere across profiles were all statistically different at p <.05 except the ones indicated with the same subscript for each 

dimension. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics, Cronbach alpha coefficients and intercorrelations for all variables 

 

Variable  Correlations 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

Student engagement                  

1 Affective - .55** .57** .37** -.21** -.46** .41** .40** .32** .58** .43** .32** .36** .60** .68** .68** .56** 

2 Behavioural  - .57** .31** -.12** -.39** .41** .34** .23** .39** .34** .20** .29** .41** .50** .38** .42** 

3 Cognitive   - .45** -.03 -.27** .36** .35** .32** .43** .35** .17** .29** .43** .48** .39** .39** 

4 Agentic    - .02 -.11** .22** .25** .27** .30** .30** .04 .26** .29** .29** .25** .19** 

School burnout                  

5 Exhaustion     - .56** -.15** -.10** -.03 -.12** -.09** -.34** -.07* -.14** -.15** -.26** -.23** 

6 Cynicism      - -.24** -.15** -.07* -.26** -.17** -.36** -.14** -.27** -.35** -.41** -.37** 

School climate                  

 Classroom practices                  

7 Rules       - .49** .45** .51** .44** .24** .37** .45** .56** .40** .50** 

8 Student Support        - .50** .53** .50** .22** .32** .48** .48** .40** .42** 

9 Student Involvement         - .46** .46** .19** .33** .44** .36** .33** .38** 

10 Positive Teaching          - .63** .41** .31** .64** .67** .48** .54** 

11 Encouragement           - .26** .33** .56** .59** .41** .47** 

12 Class Management            - -.14** .38** .33** .32** .35** 

 School atmosphere                  

13 Student Relations             - .45** .39** .50** .34** 

14 Student-Teacher Rel.              - .64** .54** .59** 

15 Educational Climate               - .55** .63** 

16 Sense of Belonging                - .54** 

17 Interpersonal Justice                 - 

 M 4.48 4.90 4.55  3.88  3.39  3.17  5.06 4.88  4.13 4.73  4.98  3.57  4.49  4.21  4.90  4.70  4.55 

 SD 1.18 .96 1.13 1.13 1.34 1.50 .61 .93 1.19 .95 1.02 1.16 1.08 1.16 .89 1.22 1.21 

 Cronbach’s alpha .85 .68 .84 .71 .75 .74 .63 .66 .74 .76 .72 .68 .86 .85 .76 .86 .76 

*p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 2. Fit indices for the 2–5 classes models in the latent profile analysis 

 

Number of classes loglikelihood VLMR-LRT BLRT BIC  Entropy 

2 -9542.024 p = .000 p = .000 19216.492 .863 

3 -9305.491 p = .000 p = .000 18792.221 .793 

4 -9205.424 p = .042 p = .000 18640.883 .787 

5 -9126.079 p = .057 p = .000 18530.988 .762 

 

 


