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Abstract

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, classroom activities in the primary school,
marked by physical distancing between students and teachers, raise some challenges.
Thus, this article seeks to document the primary school students’ perceptions regarding
their socio-pedagogical environment in the context of a socially distanced classroom.
For this purpose, responses to the Questionnaire sur l’environnement sociopédagogique
au primaire (QESPP) provided by 1,002 students aged from six to 12 in the fall of 2020

were subjected to descriptive quantitative analyses and to some comparative inferential

Canadian Journal of Education / Revue canadienne de I’éducation
©2023 Canadian Society for the Study of Education/
Société canadienne pour I’étude de I’éducation

www.cje-rece.ca



Socio-Pedagogical Environment in a Socially Distanced Classroom 1085

analyses (SPSS 23.0). Results show a strong tendency of students’ positive perceptions
toward the various climates of their socio-pedagogical environment, although the relatio-

nal climate seems to be perceived somewhat less positively.

Keywords: socio-pedagogical environment, primary school, student perceptions, social
distancing

Résumé

En contexte de pandémie de COVID-19, les activités en classe de primaire, marquées
par une distanciation physique entre les éleves et les enseignants, posent certains enjeux.
Ainsi, cet article vise a examiner la perception des éléves du primaire quant a leur envi-
ronnement sociopédagogique en contexte d’enseignement distancié. A cette fin, les
réponses fournies par 1002 ¢éléves de 6 a 12 ans a I’automne 2020 dans le Questionnaire
sur [’environnement sociopédagogique au primaire (QESPP) ont été soumises a des ana-
lyses quantitatives descriptives ainsi qu’a quelques analyses comparatives inférentielles
(SPSS, version 23.0). Les résultats montrent une forte tendance des perceptions positives
des ¢leves face aux divers climats de leur environnement sociopédagogique, bien que le

climat relationnel semble per¢u un peu moins positivement.

Mots-clés : environnement sociopédagogique, école primaire, perception des étudiants,

distanciation sociale
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Context and Research Problem

In March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 outbreak
a pandemic (Labrecque, 2020). Hence, the exceptional context of the spread of the disease
and the means taken to limit it, like the diverse sanitary measures and lockdowns, has led
to major upheavals in all spheres of society. In the process, the educational environment
was strongly shaken, particularly in regard to the teaching and learning environment. The
methods and practices that have been in place for decades have been modified, redesig-
ned or eliminated in order to limit the risk of contagion among students (Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2021). In this regard, the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reported in the spring of 2020 that
91% of students worldwide were affected by school closure. Under these conditions, new
ways of schooling were adopted and students had to learn differently, through online lear-
ning, or more precisely, emergency remote teaching (Hodges et al., 2020).

In Quebec, a vast majority of primary school students returned to classrooms in
the fall of 2020. This return, however, has led the school population to face new chal-
lenges. First, there was a constant threat that schools would close again. Then, teaching
in the classroom had to proceed according to physical distancing guidelines between
students and their teacher. This adjustment of practices, called here the socially distanced
classroom, along with the other existing sanitary measures, certainly had an influence on
the environment of the primary school students (Jo et al., 2021). To this end, although
the majority acclaims the return (and the keeping) of primary students in classrooms
(Morasse & Colpron, 2020), numerous newspaper articles describe the effects of the new
context of the socially distanced classroom on the well-being of students (see for example
Beaumont, 2021; Schwartz, 2020). According to a press review, the quality of learning
and interactions at the primary level is also a concern during occasional episodes of dis-
tance education that occur for preventive or curative reasons (Talbot & Lessard, 2020).

It is possible to link these observations to what research shows about the influence of the
classroom climate on the students’ adaptation, well-being (Baudoin & Galand, 2018), and
social and educational success (Archambault, 2009; Wang et al., 2020). The classroom
climate is defined here as the socio-pedagogical environment of the students, a concept
that will be further investigated in this article.
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Following these considerations, since the socio-pedagogical environment is
mainly measured through the aggregation of individual perceptions, hence by the poo-
ling of the perceptions of different actors (Brault, 2004), it is important to give enough
consideration to the students’ point of view on the subject. Therefore, the perceptions of
the primary school students (from six to 12 years old) regarding their classroom climate
remains a field of exploration. Indeed, the needs of these students are distinct because of
their level of physical and motor development, as well as cognitive, social, and emotional
development. In light of these considerations, the implementation of such an approach
to shed light on the effects of the socially distanced classroom, from the point of view of
students, currently appears to be a priority in research. This is, in fact, precisely the aim
behind this article: to document the perception of primary school students regarding their
socio-pedagogical environment in the context of the socially distanced classroom. This
article explores that context, then further elaborates on the concept of the socio-pedago-
gical environment and its various components. The following sections outline the metho-
dology underlying the collection of data on students’ perceptions and present the results

emerging from it.

Conceptual Framework

Socially Distanced Classrooms: Issues for Students

In the primary school in Quebec, the socially distanced classroom is characterized in par-
ticular by the arranging of students into stable class groups, without reducing the size of
usual groups. If in the specific case of these groups, physical distance between students
was not required, a two-metre distance should nevertheless have been maintained
between students of different classes that circulated in the common areas of the schools;
the use of face covers was also mandatory for Grade 5 and 6 students when going out to
these areas.' Likewise, teachers were required to wear protective equipment (procedural
mask, goggles, face shield) and avoid close contact with students (theirs or others”) wit-

hout this equipment (Gouvernement du Québec, 2020).

1 Although wearing the procedural mask full time became mandatory in Quebec and for all the primary school
students during the 2020-2021 school year, it wasn’t the case during the data collection period.
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Given these facts, it is possible to say that respect of such sanitary measures
and distancing, along with the appropriate management of the equipment used in the
classroom, like frequent disinfection of the common equipment and limiting as much as
possible the sharing of personal objects (papers, notebooks, crayons, etc.), might generate
some stress among young students aged from six to twelve and complicate their interac-
tions. Rezrazi (2020) identifies two anxiety-inducing agents which can psychologically
affect learners in the context of a pandemic: (1) the spread of the disease; and, (2) the mea-
sures taken to fight against the pandemic like lockdowns, online learning and socially dis-
tanced classrooms. The fact that young students do not always understand the circulating
information or try to understand it according to their level of development can cause them
to experience stress and provoke in them various reactions (Gouvernement du Québec,
2020). As a result, primary school students have been directly affected by the pandemic,
and those with academic difficulties and low academic engagement before the pandemic
were consequently more severely affected by this situation (Garcia & Weiss, 2020).

A francophone press review on COVID-19-related mental health, published in the
wake of the events of spring 2020, reported an increase in prescriptions for anti-anxiety
medications among children, as well as a decrease in motivation and school engagement
(Talbot & Lessard, 2020). It should be noted, however, that these observations concern a
period mainly marked by online learning. It is also important to specify that, in this lear-
ning context, the lack of motivation is precisely one of the main factors of dropout rates
among older learners in online learning. In fact, the dropout rate in online learning varies
between 26.9% and 43.2%, while in face-to-face education it is around 20% (Daigneault,
2018). While research on autonomy (Cosnefroy, 2012), self-regulation (Jézégou, 2010),
sense of competence (Poellhuber, 2007), and online collaboration (Curtis & Lawson,
2001) of adults in online learning has highlighted some challenges regarding the motiva-
tion, engagement, and perseverance of learners, the unprecedented context of this type of
education, just like that of the socially distanced classroom, remains poorly documented
in the primary school (Parr, 2017).

While it appears that the reopening of schools during the COVID-19 pandemic was
a protective measure for the mental health of students (Talbot & Lessard, 2020), there are
other issues to consider in the context of a socially distanced classroom. Indeed, learning
for young students from six to 12 years presents particular challenges in relation to their in-

creased need for support and supervision. Another important issue concerns the pedagogi-
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cal practices implemented with these young learners (e.g., explicit teaching, project-based
or discovery-based learning) which require the use of manipulatives (Simonin, 2019),
games (Wood, 2014), material representations of learning (Calkins, 2020), as well as social
interactions between peers and with the teacher (Laurendeau, 2020; Morlaix, 2015).

Primary education is also characterized by a great closeness between the teacher
and the students (Cinéus, 2020), whether for pedagogic reasons (individual feedback,
remedial, gathering for reading time), for reasons related to the development of students
(helping with clothing and personal hygiene), or in the context of social and emotional
interactions (consoling, comforting, praising). Hence, meeting the students’ needs in the
context of a socially distanced classroom requires the modification of common spaces
(e.g., gathering area with two metres of distance between the teacher and the students)
and the use of protection equipment (e.g., transparent panel separating the teacher from
the student during an individual meeting or wearing protective equipment).

These observations suggest that the socially distanced classroom seems preferable
to online learning. The primary context nevertheless requires innovative solutions to sup-
port the well-being of students (Goyette et al., 2020), their social life (Beaulieu, 2007)
and their trust toward their teacher (Mitchell et al., 2018), which highlights the impor-
tance of a favourable classroom climate (i.e., the quality of the socio-pedagogical envi-
ronment of the students). Therefore, the socio-pedagogical environment plays a predomi-
nant role in the progress of young students (Duru-Bellat, 2003) who constantly develop

and interact in their classrooms, which is perceived as a microsystem (Morlaix, 2015).

Socio-Pedagogical Environment

Given the major importance that the socio-pedagogical environment seems to have on the
well-being of students in the context of the socially distanced classroom, it is important
to explore this concept further in order to better understand it and to measure its effects.
The socio-pedagogical environment is in fact at the heart of Quebec’s schools’ missions,
which aim to develop disciplinary, cognitive, and social skills (Ministére de I’Educa-

tion du Québec, 2006). Specifically, the essence of the socio-pedagogical environment,

as defined by Carpentier et al. (2022), is revealed through the main pillars of Quebec’s
schools’ missions in the specific context of the classroom; the social and affective dimen-

sions are therefore linked to the daily activity of the classroom. From this perspective, the
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relationship between the student, the peers, and the teacher is central, regardless of the
subject matter of study (Simard, 1997), and the teacher’s interventions are considered in
real pedagogical situations (Legendre, 2005).

It is important to note that this environment is inspired from the theoretical model
of Janosz et al. (1998, 2007), as defined for the context of secondary and primary schools.
This model focuses more broadly on the socio-educational environment and therefore
defines the school environment, at the school level, according to three components: the
school climate, the educational practices, and school and social problems. The concept of
socio-pedagogical environment therefore partially takes up these components, but rather
from the standpoint of the classroom climate. It focuses more precisely on five climates,
as described below, and integrates certain pedagogical practices that are more inclined to
act on the affective dimension of the school environment, which is essential for academic
success (Baudoin & Galand, 2018).

1. The relational climate refers to the socio-affective dimension of human relations,
in particular between students. Positive relationships lead to an appreciation of the
school experience. Thus, the quality of the relational climate depends mainly on
warm and respectful interpersonal relations between peers, as well as on the power
of positive feedback and reinforcement (Roffey, 2012).

2. The pedagogical climate revolves around the quality of teaching in an effort to
achieve academic success for students. It is reflected in both the communication of
the teacher’s expectations from his/her students regarding their anticipated success
(Archambault, 2009) and the use of various pedagogical practices with the aim
to motivate and engage students (Bouffard et al., 2005). The support provided to
students, especially those with learning difficulties, also affects this climate (Subban,
2006).

3. The security climate relates to the students’ feelings of security and trust. In this
regard, established routines contribute to the predictability and consistency of the
environment (Baudoin & Galand, 2018). Likewise, in relation to the pedagogical
climate, the teacher’s planning and his/her classroom management practices
act on the students’ engagement and help avoid any time loss that could lead to
inappropriate interactions. Thus, the quality of the security climate relies on a
kind of teaching leading to a common understanding of classroom rules and their

consequences (Alter & Haydon, 2017).
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4. The justice climate is strongly linked to the security climate, since it relates to the
legitimacy and fairness of the rules, as well as to their judicious application. Hence,
rules and consequences must be applied rigorously and coherently (Baudoin &
Galand, 2018).

5. The belonging climate lies at the heart of the other components of the socio-
pedagogical environment, which is further illustrated in Figure 1. This climate is
strongly affected by the other components and its development is therefore optimal
when the relational, pedagogical, security, and justice climates are ensured. Although
a good belonging climate is overall reflected through the student’s sense of pride to
be part of the class, it more precisely refers to the harmonization of needs and desires
of the student with those of the members of his/her group, reflecting the positive

adaptation of the environment (St-Amand et al., 2017).

Figure 1

Components of the Socio-Pedagogical Environment (Inspired by the work of Janosz et
al., 1998 & 2007)
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Each of these climates can be affected by a change in the way of teaching and by
the most obvious students’ needs emanating from such a change. For example, accumula-
ted school delays due to school closures might change the meaning of the learning done.
Switching from online learning to the socially distanced classroom could affect students’
sense of security. Under these circumstances, the teacher would likely have to adjust his/
her practices to be all the more caring and reassuring. It is therefore possible to consi-
der that the quality of the climates described above has a determining influence on the
classroom climate in an unstable period such as that caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
From this perspective, the model of the socio-pedagogical environment appears relevant
to document the primary school students’ perceptions regarding their class climate in the

context of a socially distanced classroom.

Methodology

In light of the concerns raised above, Hildesheimer (2020) underlines the importance of
going beyond the first impressions about the exceptional pedagogical situation in this pe-
riod of crisis. As a matter of fact, when the pandemic remains a daily reality, discernment
is not complete. Hence, it is interesting to document, try to understand, and describe the
challenges of the socially distanced classroom, which was the current practice in the pri-
mary level at the time of writing this article, to observe with more accuracy its effect on
the primary school students’ socio-pedagogical environment. The methodological design
that was followed to address the research objective is presented here. It is discussed in
terms of students’ perceptions, a design implemented and proven to be effective by many
researchers (Barksdale et al., 2021; Bear et al., 2017; Janosz et al., 2007).

Participants

Twenty-five regular classes in Quebec (from diverse socio-economic backgrounds) from
Grade 1 to Grade 6, in the region of Lanaudiére, participated in this study during the
months of September to November 2020. This data collection surveyed 1,002 students
from six to 12 years old with the aim of collecting their perceptions and observations
regarding their socio-pedagogical environment in this uncommon period. After obtaining

students’ and parents’ consent, the questionnaire was conducted during class hours. In
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this sample, the repartition of the number of boys and girls was equal and 69% of the
participants were six to nine years old and 31% were between ten and twelve years old.
Further details concerning the distribution of students according to their age are presented
in Table 1.

Table 1

Distribution of 1,002 Students by Age

Students’ age N %

6 years 110 11.0
7 years 225 22.5
8 years 207 20.7
9 years 148 14.8
10 years 163 16.3
11 years 141 14.1
12 years 8 0.8

Total 1,002 100

Data Collection

In order to collect the primary school students’ perceptions, The Questionnaire sur [’envi-
ronnement sociopédagogique au primaire (QESPP) was used. This questionnaire is adap-
ted from the Questionnaire sur I’environnement socioéducatif des écoles primaires (QES-
primaire [Janosz et al., 2007]). The validation of the QESPP (Carpentier et al., 2022), first
in school and with field experts, then through exploratory and confirmatory factor ana-
lyzes with the Mplus 7.2 software, led to deducting and simplifying the initial selection of
items and to confirming the psychometric qualities of a 23-item version with a five-factor
structure: relational climate (3 items, ® = 0,73), pedagogical climate (6 items, ® = 0,88),
security climate (6 items, ® = 0,91), justice climate (5 items, ® = 0,79), and belonging
climate (3 items, ® = 0,82).

Concretely, the QESPP was taken on electronic tablets, for about 12 to 15 mi-
nutes, taking into account the attention span of young students (Bordeleau & Bouffard,

1999; Filiatrault-Veilleux et al., 2016). They were therefore asked to take a position re-
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garding the components of the socio-pedagogical environment according to four levels of
the Likert scale (strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree).

For accessibility reasons, administering the questionnaire with six- to nine-year-
old students required some additional adaptations. In order to avoid dichotomous biases,
it was particularly essential to adjust the labels of the scale and to segment the answer
in each question. For this purpose, the model of Harter (1983) was adopted. Thus, after
reading aloud each question by the adult, the students of this age group need to position
themselves between two possibilities associated with geometric shapes (square or circle),
then determine the intensity of their answers in a second step according to the size of the
shapes (big square, little circle, etc.). In this version of the questionnaire, pictograms also
replaced question numbers to facilitate the identification (Gayral-Taminh et al., 2005; Fi-
liatrault-Veilleux et al., 2016). Figure 2 represents the visual aspect of this questionnaire

as well as the described steps.
Figure 2

An Extract of the QESPP Version Destined to Six- To Nine-Year-Old Students

Data Analysis Method

In order to document the primary school students’ perceptions regarding their socio-pe-
dagogical environment in the context of a socially distanced classroom, it was essential
to draw up a statistical portrait of the answers provided by all 1,002 students aged from
six to 12 years who took the QESPP in this study. In the same vein, analyses are descri-
bed here first by looking at the data collected for each item, then more broadly on each
component. Similarly, other analyses that emerged from observations and tests used to

conduct all of these analyses are mentioned.
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After analysis, the Likert scale levels were transformed into ratings: stron-
gly agree — big circle (1), agree — little circle (2), disagree — little square (3), strongly
disagree — big square (4). This numerical transposition of the students’ answers made it
possible to proceed to a first series of descriptive quantitative analyses of the data (accor-
ding to frequencies and percentages) for each of the 23 items of the questionnaire. Afte-
rwards, for the purpose of a climate-centred analysis, the sum of frequencies of items cor-
responding to the same component of the socio-pedagogical environment was calculated.
For instance, since items 1, 2, and 3 reflect the relational climate, the sum of frequencies
of each of these items was calculated. Hence, it was then possible to proceed to calcula-
ting the means and medians of each of the climates. At the same time, percentages were
calculated in order to be able to compare the sums obtained for each component. Further-
more, although this was not a specific predefined objective, the observed results led to
perceiving the relevance of conducting some inferential comparative analyses according
to certain sociodemographic data, namely gender and age.

All analyses were performed with SPSS quantitative analysis software (version
23) and the selection of tests performed is based on the recommendations of Field (2017).
In order to check for significant differences between the groups, in the case of inferential
comparative analyses, non-parametric tests with two independent samples (Mann-Wit-
hney) or with several (K) independent samples (Kruskal-Wallis) were carried out from
the data. For these analyses, we used Fisher’s exact test and Cohen’s effect size tags. We
had to conduct these non-parametric tests since, according to the distribution graph (Kol-
mogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk), the data were not normally distributed, and the

variances of the groups were unequal (Levene test)._

Results

The results that emerged from these quantitative analyses allowed researchers to identify
the students’ perception of the socio-pedagogical environment of their socially distanced
classroom. In this regard, Table 2 illustrates more specifically the distribution of the

students’ responses regarding each of the climates of the socio-educational environment.
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Table 2

Mean (x), Median (Med) and Standard Deviation () of the Students’ Responses Accor-
ding to the Climates of the Socio-Pedagogical Environment

Climates X Med z

Relational 1.97 2.00 .669
Pedagogical 1.41 1.17 611
Security 1.47 1.17 .624
Justice 1.59 1.40 .638
Belonging 1.45 1.11 738

The climate-focused analysis shows a strong trend of positive responses among
students. Indeed, the mean of the responses provided for each climate is between a score
of 1 and 2 and the median generally indicates a central tendency approaching a score of
1, which reveals a very positive perception of the students regarding their socio-pedago-
gical environment. It is, however, important to highlight that in the case of the relational
climate, the mean tends to be closer to a score of 2 and the central tendency corresponds
precisely to this score, which demonstrates a less positive perception of the students
with regard to this climate. As a matter of fact, the descriptives analyses shows a notable
difference between the percentage of the very positive responses (score 1) given by the
students on the relational climate compared to the other climates. Indeed, 32% of the res-
pondents to the QESPP considered the items related to the relational climate very positi-
vely, while the mean of the very positive responses related to the other climates was 67%,
corresponding to more than double the number of very positive responses for items asso-
ciated with these climates. Furthermore, by combining the percentage of the very positive
responses with that of the positive responses (scores 1 and 2), the relational climate still
remains less positively perceived than the others (77%), although in this case the results
are almost equal to those of the security climate (78%). On the other hand, the descrip-
tives analyses illustrates the high proportion of positive responses, including 74% very
positive responses, related to the belonging climate. The median, which shows a central
tendency toward score 1.11, testifies to the students’ positive perception of this climate.

Also, the detailed analysis of the results by item was found to be consistent with
the observations from the analysis by climate. Indeed, item 23 (4re you proud to be part of

your class?), associated with the climate of belonging, emerges as presenting the highest
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majority of positive responses (93% of the positive responses). Item 21 (Are you happy to
be in your class?), also associated with this climate, stands out with 91% of positive res-
ponses. Similarly, items 4 (Does your teacher make you learn while doing amusing activi-
ties?) and 8 (Does your teacher help students when they re having difficulties?), related to
the pedagogical climate, show 92% of the positive responses. Always in line with the ana-
lysis by climate, this detailed analysis indicates that item 1 (Are the students in your class
nice to each other?) and item 3 (Are the students in your class polite to each other?), cor-
responding to the relational climate, are perceived more negatively by the students (below
80% of the positive responses). Although the security climate presents generally positive
results, the fact that it exhibits almost equal results with the relational climate when combi-
ning the positive scores seems to be linked to item 15 (Do you waste a lot of time because
of disturbing/bothering students [fooling around, speaking loudly, playing, etc.]?), which
is perceived rather negatively by students (19% of negative responses).

The analysis also led to an interest in comparing certain sociodemographic data,
namely gender or age. For this purpose, Tables 3 to 5 provide an overview of the results

from the comparative inferential analysis.

Table 3

Comparative Analysis According to the Students’ Gender

Climates of the socio-pedagogical Girls Boys Mann Withney P 77p2
environment (8)]

Relational Average rank 496.63 494.37 121953.5 0.9 0.036
n 496 494

Pedagogical Average rank 457.46 533.7 103643.5 0.001* 0.047
n 496 494

Security Average rank 476.92 514.16 113294 0.035% 0.019
n 496 494

Justice Average rank 440.47 550.75 95216.5 0.001* 0.046
n 496 494

Belonging Average rank 452.57 538.6 101219.5 0.001* 0.043
n 496 494
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When comparing students’ perceptions of the different climates, taking into consideration
the respondents’ gender, pedagogical, justice and belonging climates presented significant
results (p < 0,05). This rejects the null hypothesis according to which the ranks are equal.
In such cases, the average ranks then indicate that girls have a more positive perception
of their classroom climate. According to Cohen’s tags, results concerning the security
climate present a small effect size (partial Etasquared of 0,019), indicating a smaller dif-
ference in responses between boys and girls. The results observed with the pedagogical,
justice, and belonging climates are different. They show an average effect size (partial
Eta squared above 0,04), which indicates a larger difference between the responses of
boys and girls. For example, in the case of the pedagogical climate, there was an average
difference of 12% between girls and boys, and a similar difference was found with the
belonging climate, too. In this respect, Table 4 provides a more focused look at the ave-
rage differences which mark the dissimilarity of girls’ and boys’ responses to the items of
justice and belonging climates.

According to the results presented in Table 4, the positive responses (scores 1
and 2 combined) provided by girls in the QESPP to items related to the justice climate
showed a higher average deviation of 6.4% compared to boys’ responses to these same
items. Furthermore, the item-by-item data analysis helped to identify even more marked
differences according to the respondents’ gender. For example, item 19 (Does your tea-
cher check that all the students have understood correctly before continuing to teach?)
reveals a 13% difference between the positive responses given by girls and boys. A more
detailed analysis reveals an even wider difference regarding the specific answer choice
« strongly agree » (very positive response). Indeed, girls’ responses in this case show a
higher average difference of 15% compared to those of boys. From this point of view, the
girls’ very positive responses to item 19 present an 18% higher difference in comparison
to those of boys. Likewise, data in Table 4 indicated that 67% of the girls strongly agree
(very positive responses) to item 18 (Is your teacher fair to all the students in your
class?), while only 50% of the boys did.

Analysis of the belonging climate items also revealed very important differences
between girls’ and boys’ responses. Item 22 (4Are you happy to be back to class after a
long break?), for instance, shows a 15% difference between the positive responses provi-
ded by girls and boys. It is impressive that 98% of the female respondents seem happy to
be in their class (positive responses to item 21) and that 97% of them are proud to be in

their class (positive responses to item 23).
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Table 4

Comparative Analysis According to the Students’ Gender — Justice and Belonging Climates

Items — Justice climate Negative Positive  Total Very Rather Rather Very Total
3-4 1-2 negative 4 negative 3 positive 2 Positive 1

16. Does your teacher act the same with all ~ Girls % 17 83 100 2 15 20 63 100
the students in your class? Boys % 22 78 100 4 19 28 49 100

17. Does your teacher always intervene Girls % 10 90 100 4 6 20 70 100
when she realizes that a student is not Boys % 18 82 100 5 13 25 57 100
following the rules?

18. Is your teacher fair to all the students in ~ Girls % 17 83 100 6 10 17 67 100
your class? Boys % 20 80 100 8 12 30 50 100

19. Does your teacher check that all the Girls % 8 92 100 3 5 18 74 100
students have understood correctly before Boys % 21 79 100 8 13 23 56 100
continuing to teach?

20. Does your teacher talk to angry stu- Girls % 9 91 100 4 5 17 74 100
dents/students who are upset to calm Boys % 12 38 100 7 26 61 100
them down?

Items — Belonging climate Negative Positive  Total Very Rather Rather Very Total

3-4 1-2 negative 4 negative 3 positive 2 positive 1
21. Are you happy to be in your class? Girls % 2 98 100 1,5 0,5 14 84 100
Boys % 15 85 100 10 5 13 72 100

22. Are you happy to be back to class after ~ Girls % 12 88 100 8 4 19 69 100
a long break? Boys % 27 73 100 19 8 16 57 100

23. Are you proud to be part of your class?  Girls % 3 97 100 1 2 9 88 100

Boys % 11 89 100 8 3 15 74 100
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From a different analytical angle, we compared the results from responses to the
QESPP according to students’ age. In this respect, only the responses of six- to 11-year-
old students were taken into account, given that the number of 12-year-olds was too low
when conducting the questionnaire (n = 8). According to this analytical perspective, all
the climates of the socio-pedagogical environment present significant results (p < 0,05).
The partial Eta squared value, analyzed according to Cohen’s tags, also allows an obser-
vation of an even larger effect size regarding the relational climate (a partial Eta squared
of 0,13 shows a large effect size). Results associated with the pedagogical, security, jus-
tice, and belonging climates present an average effect size (partial Eta squared between
0.02 and 0.05). More specifically, the age-based comparative analysis consistently shows
a more positive perception of six-year-olds with regard to their classroom climate than
their older peers.

The results actually seem to testify for a general tendency distinguishing younger
and older students in regard to their positive answers. To this end, the results from the
paired samples Wilcoxon test particularly show a significantly different median position
for all responses of six- and seven-year-old students to relational climate items. Very
similar results are observed with the justice climate, but in this case, it is the seven- and
eight-year-old students who present a median position that clearly stands out from the
other students (Table 5).
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Table 5

Comparative Analysis According to the Students’ Age

Climates of the socio-pedagogical  Average The paired samples Wilcoxon test
environment rank 6 years 7years 8years 9years 10years 11 years
6 years 261 *ok *k ok sk ok
7 years 611,5 *k ko ko * sk
8 years 494,2 *oE ok
9 years 535,5 ok *ok
Relational 10 years 533,1 ok *
11 years 480,3 *oE ok
Kruskal- Wallis 119,9
P 0,001
partial Eta squared 0,013
6 years 4329 *ok * *ok ok
7 years 526,3 *k *
8 years 5572 * * ok
9 years 505,7 *
Pedagogical 10 years 5329 ok *
11 years 544.5 *ox Hok
Kruskal- Wallis 22,7
P 0,001
partial Eta squared 0,02
6 years 4233 *% *x *
7 years 4779 * *
8 years 4934 *
9 years 564,7 *k * *
Security 10 years 535,5 w3
11 years 401,4 * *
Kruskal- Wallis 31,2
P 0,001
partial Eta squared 0,03
6 years 4539 *ok ok
7years 567’0 sk sksk sksk sksk sk
8 years 574,8 ok ok ok ok *%
9 years 453,8 *ok ok
Justice 10 years 466,5 *ok *k
11 years 4448 *ok ok
Kruskal- Wallis 46,7
P 0,001
partial Eta squared 0,04
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Climates of the socio-pedagogical ~ Average The paired samples Wilcoxon test
environment rank 6 years 7years 8years 9years 10years 11 years

6 years 412,6 ok * * ok "

7 years 543,4 *k o "k "

8 years 4742 * ok -

9 years 473,1 * -
Belonging 10 years 558,9 % ok N

11 years 485,0 * * ok - *

Kruskal- Wallis 50,5

P 0,001

partial Eta squared 0,05

Notes. * =p <0,05

** = p <0,003 (a=0.05/number of comparisons = 0.05/14 = 0.003) according to the Bonferonni correction

Conclusions

The results obtained from the QESPP provide some understanding of the primary school
students’ perceptions regarding their socio-pedagogical environment in the context of a
socially distanced classroom. These results reveal certain worrying aspects of this excep-
tional school context, but particularly highlight the aspects that remain perceived positi-
vely by students.

In regard to the worrying aspects emanating from the analyses, links established
between the analysis by climate and the analysis by item give rise to questions. Indeed,
although results associated with the relational climate may a priori seem satisfactory,

1.e., 77% of positive responses provided on average, this climate appears to be perceived
less positively by students than other climates, which present on average 85% of positive
responses. Moreover, some items of the relational climate are among those perceived
more negatively by students, as is the case for the items related to kindness and polite-
ness between students. It is also possible to establish certain links between the relational
climate and some specific items of the security and justice climates. Thus, although these
climates are generally perceived positively by students, some peer-related items stand out
in a mixed way, as is the case with the feeling of fairness between students (Item 16 [20%
of negative responses]) and with the perception of wasting time in the presence of inappro-

priate behaviour (Item 15 [19% of negative responses]). These findings seem to demons-
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trate a possible exacerbation of difficult behaviours in the current unstable context of the
socially distanced classroom. These findings, therefore, are consistent with the hypotheses
that stress generated by the COVID-19 pandemic and the young students’ incomprehen-
sion of this unprecedented situation would lead to various reactions, including some beha-
vioural problems among students (Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, 2020; Gouverne-
ment du Québec, 2020). According to Carpentier et al. (2021), such a context highlights
the importance of a caring classroom environment, open to students’ questionings and to
the sharing of their experiences and emotions. As a matter of fact, it appears that a reassu-
ring classroom climate, characterized by a positive relationship between the teacher and
his/her students, would make it possible to act on students’ anxiety as well as respond to
their negative behaviours and, therefore, impact the relational climate (Gaudreau, 2011).

Furthermore, results from the comparative age- and gender-based analyses
reflect other concerns. In particular, it seems essential to be concerned with boys in the
context of the socially distanced classroom, since their perception of their socio-peda-
gogical environment tended to be less positive. Likewise, it appears important to ensure
the well-being of older students who also demonstrated a less positive perception of
their classroom environment, especially as they represent an age group more likely to
experience mental health problems in this context of pandemic and socially distance
classrooms (Einhorn, 2020). Consequently, it appears valid to question the origin of the
positive responses of younger students, and more specifically those of six-year-olds.
Could it be that the large period of kindergarten spent at home in the spring of 2020 has
sufficiently motivated these young students to return to school the following fall and to
further appreciate the interactions that take place in the classroom?

Despite these considerations, it is important to remember that analyses of the
QESPP responses indicate a generally very positive evaluation of the primary school
students’ perceptions of their socio-pedagogical environment, regardless of the socially
distanced classroom context in which they were evolving during data collection. Moreo-
ver, the sometimes less-positive perceptions of students did not seem to affect the fact
that they were happy to be in their class. It is also important to mention that the belonging
climate receives the most positive responses in comparison with the other climates, which
is very reassuring since it is at the heart of the other climates (Janosz et al., 1998).

The students’ generally very positive perceptions of their socio-pedagogical

environment in the context of a socially distanced classroom and their strong sense of
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belonging to their class suggest the considerable contribution of the teaching effect on
students’ perceptions. In this respect, Carpentier et al. (2021) highlighted the effect of
the teachers’ professional gestures on the socio-pedagogical environment of the primary
school students in the context of a socially distanced classroom. Hence, actions taken by
teachers to adapt their practices to the exceptional context of the pandemic, by placing
the students’ well-being and success at the heart of their priorities, seemed to support the
development of students’ disciplinary, social. and emotional skills. As a result, pedago-
gical support (Baudoin & Galand, 2018), practices focused on the interests and needs of
students (Archambault, 2009), as well as the creation of a caring environment (Goyette et
al., 2020) would particularly act on the well-being of students in such a context. In short,
the students’ perceptions from the QESPP assumed that the quality of the socio-pedago-
gical environment of students would depend on the wise choice of teachers’ professional
gestures. From this perspective, a central place should be given to the relational climate

through these gestures, namely in the context of a socially distanced classroom.
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