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Abstract:

This paper reports on students' perceptions of school’s psychosocial environment in a
public university in Ghana. Data was obtained with a modified Psychosocial School
Environment  Profile questionnaire, administered on 230 undergraduate
communication design students. The data were statistically analyzed using ANOVA
and MANOVA. The findings revealed thatstudents’ general perception of their
school’s psychosocial environment was positive but significantly different across the
academic levels. This suggests that further investigation in the academic and social
adjustment experience is necessary if the ultimate goal of the study is to improve
motivation and identify issues that may hinder student advancement within the
academia.
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1.Introduction

A creative learning environment is defined as the physical, social, and cultural
environment within which a creative activity occurs (Heimlich, 1992; Akinsanmi, 2010).
There is an increasing interest and concern regarding the social environment in higher
educational institutions in recent years, since educational environment is considered as
one of the most important factors determining the success of an effective curriculum
(Fleisher, 2006). The quality of educational environment has been identified to be crucial
for effective learning (Abraham et al, 2008; Yu-Min et al, 2001). An effective teaching
and learning environment has a great positive impact on the student’s creative
development (Lowenfeld and Brittain, 1987). Students always tend to prefer a friendlier
atmosphere, where students and teachers collaborate to engage in a greater variety of
interesting but challenging activities. Such a learning environment will tend to promote a

deeper, more achievement-oriented approach to learning, which students would prefer.

1.1.Socialization Process

According to Gardner (2010) “Socialization is the process through which an individual
learns to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, norms, and knowledge needed for
membership in a given society, group, or organization”. Socialization is considered
important in the process of personality formation (Agyeman, 1986). It is viewed to
commence immediately we are born, where we learn from and adapt to our immediate
environment, as we go through the different phases of our development. According to
Bragg (1976) as cited in Gardner (2010), socialization occurs at three levels: (a) the
interaction of students with the structures of the educational setting, (b) the interaction
among students in the same educational program (i.e., discipline or department) and (c)
the interaction between students and faculty members. She continued that “the structure
of the educational setting [a]ffect[s] or facilitate[s] change in the student’s attitudes and
values because they reflect the attitudes and values of the profession itself”. Gardner
further hinted that the structural elements of the socialization process include “the
student selection process, the isolation of students from outside influences, the
consistency of program goals, the explicitness of values and role models, the provision of
opportunities for practicing responses (i.e., coursework, examinations, internships, or
practicals), and the provision of both positive and negative sanctions as feedback to

students”. She continues to argue that peer interactions also serve to promote the
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socialization process, more especially as newer students interact with more older

students in “learning the ropes” of the programme.

1.2.The School’s Social Environment
According to Gadin and Hammarstrom (2003) the school’s psychosocial environment
can be defined as “the social situations at school in relation to pupils’ work situation
(such as teacher support, work demands and influence over school work) as well as in
relation to pupils’ peer relations at school”. Beyond the school being an institution that
trains students to acquire broader knowledge and skills in a chosen discipline, education,
by and large is a social institution, where according to Agyeman (1986) the individual
develops into becoming a social being. Thus, education in the broadest sense imbibes in
people defined behavioural patterns which govern human interaction and relationships.
Agyeman further opines that the challenges with education, has more to do with social
problems which teachers, administrators and policy-makers have to contend with and
solve, he continued to define five thematic and problematic areas as follows:

e Education takes place in the social group i.e. in the family, kinship unit, peer

groups and school class.
e Education requires division of labour.
e Challenges with socialization process and how it affects personality formulation
and personality change.

e Social ideas and values that underline educational practice.

e The relation between education and society.
For this study however, the researchers wish to pay attention to two out of the five
problematic areas: challenge within the social group and the socialization process.
Under the social group, Agyeman opines that the following social psychological
problems are rather delicate and affect the school environment and student achievement:
“emotional tensions, likes and dislikes, attitudes and prejudices” of teachers. He further
notes that socialization possesses problems in the following areas: “personality
formulation and personality change”. He posits that the individual student learns to adapt
and live within a new social environment to become a “social member” (Agyeman,
1986).
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The World Health Organization’s (WHO) report on the perspectives on schools’
psychosocial environment reckons that the school's environment can enhance social and
emotional well-being and learning. When it is warm, friendly and rewards learning, it
promotes cooperation rather than competition. It is supportive, opens up communications
and views the provision of creative opportunities as important among others. A healthy
psycho-social environment simultaneously provides support to teachers, students and
their families which improve school achievement. As a solution to providing the best of
school environment, Faroogi (2009) suggests that schools should take up the
responsibility of providing an ideal school environment where learning of social and
emotional competence is paramount; teaching and learning of such skills are always
useful during the later stages of life, when such skills are most needed. He views
curriculum which comprises the teaching and learning of academic and intellectual
abilities as well as social and emotional competence, as the true sense of education.
Ophea (2010) quotes a report posted by Canadian Ministry of Education and the Ministry
of Health Promotion’s Foundations for a Healthy School in Ontario and states that, “a
supportive social environment has a positive impact on students’ learning”. Thus
practitioners in the school system foster such an environment in which students, teachers,
and parents may benefit from the support provided. Forms of such support are, school
policies, rules, associations, or support groups and in an informal unstructured peer

interaction.

1.3.School Environment: As A Source Of Extrinsic Motivation

Ryan and Deci (2000) as cited in Shertzer (2006) posit that “individuals are extrinsically
motivated when they are engaged in an activity to attain a separable outcome™ According
to Shertzer (2006), motivation is an internal state that arouses the individual to action,
pushes people in particular directions, and keeps them engaged in certain activities.
Weller (2005) opines that the school environment can be used to focus the student's
attention on what needs to be learned. Furthermore, school climate can play a significant
role in providing a healthy and positive school atmosphere (Marshall, 2004). The
reactions of higher education administrators and teachers who create affection and accept
efficient atmospheres will promote persistent effort and favourable attitudes toward
learning.

In this paper the researchers first review four important dimensions of the school social

environment (school support, promoting mutual respect, promoting student task-related
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interaction, promoting performance goals) and their associations with adaptive outcomes
for young adolescent students. This study focused on the application of modified Psycho-
Social Environment (PSE) Profile Questionnaire in a higher education setting. The aims
of this exploratory research was to use multilevel analysis to investigate the influence of
student gender, academic grade level, and ethnicity on students’ perceptions of the

school’s psychosocial environment as assessed by scales of the PSEQ.

2.Methodology

The study employed quantitative method to explore students’ perceptions about their
school’s psychosocial environment in the Department of Communication Design. A
descriptive survey was conducted using a self-administered questionnaire to garner
opinions. Leedy and Ormrod (2005) describe the purpose of a descriptive survey as
providing the opinions of respondents regarding the phenomenon studied. Descriptive
research provides a precise account of the characteristics of a particular individual event

or group in real life situation.

2.1.Participants

The participants were 174 undergraduate students from the Kwame Nkrumah University
of Science and Technology, a public tertiary institution that offers undergraduate as well
as graduate studies in the physical sciences, technology and social sciences. The
University is similar to other public Universities in Ghana. The official language of
communication in Ghana is English. Also, all the respondents had their pre-tertiary
education in Ghana. The sampled students constitute 28% of the entire undergraduates
students in the Department of Communication Design, Faculty of Art in the University

under study. Table 1 contains the main characteristics of the sample.
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Frequencies

Category
N %
Academic Level
Year 1 38 21.8
Year 2 20 11.5
Year 3 65 37.4
Year 4 ol 29.3
Gender
Male 106 60.9
Female 68 39.1
Ethnic Background
Akan 100 57.5
Ga Adangbe 26 14.9
Ewe 32 18.4
Dagbane 11 6.3
Other 5 29

Table 1: Frequencies of the Background variables (204)
Note: The participants’ mean age was 23.4 years (SD = 2.588)

2.2.The Research Instrument

Perceptions of psychosocial environment were investigated using the PSE profile

instrument. The original instrument contained 90 items and is not particularly prudent to

use. Consequently, the instrument was shortened and modified slightly for particular

educational situations. The short form of the PSE profile contains three scales with

varying items per scale.

e The student cohesiveness subscale consists of 6 items (e.g., “Students are

encouraged to welcome and assist newcomers to the school. How much is this

like your school?” “There is a trusted person who the students know they can

approach if they have a problem or need confidential advice. How much is this

like your school?” “Students have a strong sense of belonging to the school. How

much is this like your school?”).
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e The teacher support subscale consists of 7 items (e.g., “Feedback about a
student’s work is accompanied by positive comments about achievements and
suggestions for improvement.” “Teachers support students who are in distress.”).

e The equity subscale consists of 6 items (e.g., “Students have the opportunity to
speak, and be listened to, in class” “The school actively involves students in

decisions about how the school is organized” “Girls and boys are treated as
equals”).

The participants indicated their responses on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = Not at all; 4

= Very much). To assess each psychosocial tactic, we averaged responses of the

corresponding subscales.

2.3.Data Collection

The instrument was administered to undergraduate students (n=190) near the end of the
second semester in 2009/10 academic year, and it took about 15 minutes to complete the
instrument. The 19-item modified version of the PSE profile and responses were
recorded directly on the questionnaire. Before administration of the instrument in Ghana,
a pilot study involving 10 first year students was conducted (ten indigenous Ghanaians).
The students marked the questionnaire items they found irrelevant and were
subsequently interviewed to clarify ambiguity. The participants in the pilot study found
no difficulty in using the PSE profile instrument. Out of the 183 questionnaires returned,
9 were rejected for poor handling leaving 174 representing 91.5% return rate. The
questionnaires were administered during classes and just after classes to ensure high

return rate. Participation in the survey was purely voluntary.

2.4.Data Analysis

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS 16.0) software was employed to
examine the data; the desired scale of measurement was nominal. This is a scale of
measurement with two or more categories that have numeric properties. The students
recorded on the survey instrument the response that most closely agreed with their
experience. Statistics gathered included means, frequencies, standard deviations and
regressions. Findings are depicted using tables. This statistical test measured the

significance of difference (Ferguson, 1981). The level of significance was set at .05.
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2.5.Internal Consistency Reliability Of The Modified PSE Profile

Data analysis of the inter-items correlation matrix in Table 2 shows that the Cronbach
alpha coefficient (o) for scale items to above 0.60 indicates the strength of the
instrument.

Table 3 demonstrates that students’ perceptions of the psychosocial environment are
positive. The mean scores for all scales increased from 2.30 to 2.67 for promoting equal
opportunities. The perceptions of the school’s psychosocial environments show a narrow
standard deviation range of less than 1 (from 0.53 to 0.55). Equity scale indicates a mean
of 2.67 and Standard Deviation of 0.55, showing students’ perceptions are very positive
in the use of the modified PSE survey to differentiate between students’ attitudes to learn
communication design and the nature of the school’s learning environment. As an
example, promoting equal opportunities and participation in school activities rates highly

with a mean of 2.84.

Scale Items Alpha
Student The school is friendly and welcoming to visitors. .686
Cohesiveness |stydents are encouraged to welcome and assist newcomers

to the school. 088
The school has a policy on how to integrate new students 14
into the school.

Students are confident that they will get help and support
when they need it. How much is this like your school? 72
Students have a strong sense of belonging to the school. 682

Students are concerned about what happens to each other.  |.733

Teacher Staff encourage the students to care for each other. 757

Support Teachers support students who are in distress. 731

There is a trusted person who the students know they can 43
approach if they have a problem or need confidential advice. '

Feedback about a student’s work is accompanied by positive
comments about achievements and suggestions for|.741

improvement.

Staff behave in a purposeful and orderly manner. 734
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Staff have a strong sense of belonging to the school. .750

Staff are concerned about what happens to each other. 728
Equity Students have the opportunity to speak, and be listened to, in 696

class. '

There is a procedure that enables all students to openly

express their feelings and thoughts about school work and|.700

school life.
Students take part in activities that help them to recognize, 246
understand and value differences between them.
Students who are ‘different’ in any way are treated with 765
respect and equality.
Girls and boys are treated as equals. .708
Girls and boys have the same opportunities to reach their 13
potential.
Table 2: Internal Consistency Reliability of the Scale Inter-Items
Variables Cronbach’s Alpha Scale Means Standard Deviation
Student Cohesiveness |.742 2.389 537
Teacher Support .769 2.429 509
Equity 758 2.667 .556

Table 3: Internal Reliability (Cronbach Alpha Coefficient) Scale Means and Standard
deviations for Modified Version of the PSE (n=174)

2.6.Correlational Analyses

The correlation patterns evinced consistent inter-item correlations among the three scales
are shown in Tables 4 - 6. The interrelations among the items under the student
cohesiveness scale revealed a positive correlation between them, with the highest
between “the school is friendly and welcoming to visitors” and “students are encouraged
to welcome and assist newcomers to the school” (r = .535, p < .05) (Table 4). The inter-
item correlations among the teacher support subscales also revealed a positive relations,
the highest between “Staff have a strong sense of belonging to the school and “Staff are

concerned about what happens to each other” (r = .476, p < .05) (Table 5). The inter-item
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correlations for the equity were also positive, with “Girls and boys are treated as equals”
and “Girls and boys have the same opportunities to reach their potential” (r = .681, p <
.05). Table 7 shows the intra-class correlations of the scales indicate that the instrument

was capable of distinguishing between classes.

Group 1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD
1. Friendly 1.000 2.54 844
2. Encourage 535 |1.000 241 834
3. Integration 336 400 |1.000 2.46 .830
4. Confidence 191|172 |.378 |1.000 2.26 742
5. Sense of belonging|.400 |.392 |.331 |.382 |1.000 2.29 812
6.Concern for others |.326 |.271 |.091 |275 |.355 [1.000 |2.37 .806

Table 4: Interscale Correlations for Student Cohesiveness
**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Group 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD
1. Encourage 1.000 2.47 1.809
2. Support students .386 |1.000 240 |.766
3. Trusted person 211|429 (1.000 2.44 1870
4. Provide feedback [.329 |.295 |.351 |1.000 239 |.726
5. Behave orderly 285 |.362 [.324 |.415 |1.000 2.55 |.757
6. Strong sense 234|267 210 |.271 [.313 |1.000 240 1.825
7. Concern for others |.226 |.358 |.406 [278 |379 |519 (1.000 |2.36 |.738

Table 5: Interscale Correlations for Teacher Support
**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Group 1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD
1. Opportunities to speak |1.000 2.87 .887
2. Open expression 582 (1.000 2.63 834
3. Participation in social

o 316 |.325 |1.000 2.46 734
activities

4. Respect and equality  .293 |.322 |.288 |1.000 2.54 787

5. Gender equality 357 1.381 |.283 |.141 |1.000 2.64 834

6. Chance to succeed 426 |.336 |.218 |.135 |.681 |[1.000 |2.86 .869

Table 6: Interscale Correlations for Equity
**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Scale 1 2 3

1.Student Cohesiveness|1.000

2. Teacher Support 655 1.000

3. Equity 450 .549 1.000

Table 7: Inter-ltem Correlation Matrix (n=174)

3.Results

3.1.School Psychosocial Environment Compared among Communication Design
Students

3.1.1.Question 1: What differences exist between communication design students’

perceptions of the school’s psychosocial environment.
In accordance with Cramer and Bock (1966), a MANOVA was first performed on the

means to help protect against inflating the Type 1 error rate in the follow-up ANOVAs
and post-hoc comparisons. However, prior to conducting the MANOVA, a series of
Pearson correlations (Tables 4- 7) were performed between all of the dependent variables
in order to test the MANOVA assumption that the dependent variables would be
correlated with each other in the moderate range (i.e., .20 - .60; Meyers, Gampst, &
Guarino, 2006). As can be seen in Table 4, a meaningful pattern of correlations was

observed amongst most of the dependent variables, suggesting the appropriateness of a
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MANOVA. Additionally, the Box’s M value of 123.81 was associated with a p value of
292, which was interpreted as non-significant based on Huberty’s and Petoskey’s (2000)
guideline (i.e., p < .005). Thus, the covariance matrices between the groups were
assumed to be equal for the purposes of the MANOVA.

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to test the
hypothesis that there would be one or more mean differences between education levels,
gender and ethnicity and school psychosocial environment scores. To investigate this
question a MANOVA with the three subscales of the school psychosocial environment
instrument constituting the depending variables and the set of independent variables of
academic level, gender and ethnicity was performed. A statistically significant
MANOVA effect was obtained, Pillai’s Trace = .117, F(9, 423) = 1.910, p< .05. The
multivariate effect size was estimated at .039, which implies that 3.9% of the variance in
the canonically derived dependent variable was accounted for by academic level.

Prior to conducting a series of follow-up ANOVAs, the homogeneity of variance
assumption was tested for all three school psychosocial environment subscales. Based on
a series of Levene’s F tests, the homogeneity of variance assumption was considered
satisfied, even though all the three Levene’s F tests were statistically significant (p >
.05). Specifically, although the Levene’s F test suggested that the variances associated
with the three subscales were not homogenous, an examination of the standard deviations
(see Table 8) revealed that none of the largest standard deviations were more than four
times the size of the corresponding smallest, suggesting that the ANOVA would be
robust in this case (Howell, 2009). A series of one-way ANOVA'’s on each of the three
dependent variables was conducted as follow-up tests to the MANOVA. As can be seen
in Table 8, one of the ANOVA’s were not statistically significant, with effect sizes
(partial #°) ranging from a low of .010 (teacher support) to a high of .056 (student
cohesiveness). Calculation of effect sizes were performed for the academic levels for
Student Cohesiveness scale only. The effect size between Year 1 and Year 2 was low

(.11) and other effect sizes between Year levels were moderate (.5 <d <.1).
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Levene's ANOVAs
Scales n |Mean| SD F, 141) P Fa 10| P ,12
Student Cohesiveness
Year 1 38 2.33 |.370
Year 2 20 2.28 [.563
2.057 [.002 5.044 |.026 .056
Year 3 65 2.31 |.518
Year 4 51 2.59 |.612
Teacher Support
Year 1 38 2.35 |.360
Year 2 20 2.40 |.584
1.713 |.018 1.62 204 .010
Year 3 65 2.45 |.527
Year 4 51 2.48 |.555
Equity
Year 1 38 257 |.373
Year 2 20 2.43 |.606
1.810 |.010 |4.27 .040 .039
Year 3 65 2.73 |.573
Year 4 51 2.75 |.602

Table 8: One-way ANOVA’s with PSE Subscales as Dependent Variables and Academic
levels as Independent Variable Note: N = 174, 5* = Partial eta squared.

4.Discussion

This finding aligns with the research conducted by Tasmajian (2002) who found that new
students to school are likely to be challenged by two new set of socialization agents: the
classroom teacher (and school staff) and peers in the acceptance process due to
uncertainty and anxiety inherent in new school experiences. This finding also
corroborates with the research conducted by Weidman (2011) who noted that “During
their passage through academic programs, students encounter the normative influences of
peers and faculty in both formal and informal settings (e.g., majors, peer groups, co-
curricular activities), ultimately personalizing those experiences by either changing or

maintaining perspectives held at entrance to higher education at either the undergraduate
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or graduate level.” In sum, the analyses show that differences exist among the academic
levels in terms of students’ perceptions about school’s psychosocial environment.
Dorman (2009) concluded that “grade was a statistically significant positive determinant
of student affiliation, cooperation and individualization. These results are generally
consistent with previous studies on the effect of grade on school and classroom
environment by Said et al. (2009); Wei and Elias (2011). Said et al’s (2009) study
highlights the apparent differences in how the different groups experienced the learning
environment at the institution due to their degree of experience in both the institution and
the curriculum. Wei and Elias (2011) found that most of the Form four students
perceived affiliation to be the most important dimension in their classroom.

Again, the findings of this study corroborates with the findings of Karp et al’s (2008)
study on social and academic integration of beginning community college students. They
posited that “student integration is developed through participation in information
networks. These networks allow students to navigate the campus environment, access
knowledge about the college, create a sense of social belonging, and, ultimately, feel that
there are people who care about their academic welfare.” They further referred to
classroom structures as very important in building relationships; undoubtedly the
communication design pedagogy provides such platform that stimulates student-student
and teacher-student interaction in addition to the student-centeredness of the pedagogy
which is structured on studio/problem-based learning.

However, the average mean value (2.51) across the four academic levels suggests that
students have positive perceptions in terms of school psychosocial environment in

Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology.

5.Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to better understand students’ perceptions of school
psychosocial environment. The findings from this study contributed to this under-
examined area of the literature as well as provided implications for those who work with
students at the tertiary level. The results indicated students were generally positive about
their perception of their teacher’s interpersonal behaviours (dispositions); thus the school
psychosocial environment in Ghana was identified as being one which is friendly and
accompanied by warm relationships. Students perceived warm relationships with both

other students and teachers.
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The strong Ghanaian socio-cultural background could have had positive impact on the
results since the participants have many things in common. Most of them come from
similar economic and social classes. Almost all respondents share similar cultural
background (largely Akans 55.5%); again they have common educational background
having attended government-assisted senior high schools. They also share a closely knit
social and cultural environment (Agyeman, 1986). The researchers could deduce that the
open, friendly and hospitable Ghanaian nature being clearly exhibited by the continuing
students toward the newcomers or “freshers” (a common term for freshmen). The results
also suggest students’ interaction with non-academic staff and perception of
administrators’” involvement in students’ affairs was generally high and encouraging. The
general impression that could be deduced from the study is that students welcome and
appreciate any opportunity that could foster and promote communalism; a “we-feeling’
among the student body (Sprinthall et al., 1994; Agyeman, 1986) within the department,
as much as opportunities and participation in decision making.

A major contribution of the present study is the modification and validation of a
questionnaire for assessing and improving higher education students’ perceptions of their
actual school psychosocial environment in Ghana. Although a limited number of studies
of the learning environment have been conducted at the primary-school level around the
world and this was the first at this level in Ghana. The outcomes of this study indicate
that a reliable and valid adaptation of the PSE for the Ghanaian context could be made.
The instrument consisted of 26 items and displayed high reliability. Also, the instrument
could clearly distinguish between classes, because intra-class correlations were very
high. In fact, these correlations were similar to studies (e.g. Wubbels et al. 2006). Scale
scores appeared to be structured in terms of two uncorrelated dimensions and were
circularly ordered, which is in accordance with the model. The Ghanaian version of the
PSE showed adequate predictive validity, because both dimensions were positively
correlated with student outcomes, particularly students-teacher relationship. Again, this
finding is in line with other research on the WIHIC and QTI (den Brok et al. 2006; Coll
et al., 2001) and confirms the quality of the constructed version.

The present study was subject to some common limitations. First, the study covered a
relatively small sample (located in one institution). Unfortunately, results cannot be
generalized to other tertiary institutions or the country as a whole—as the sample
differed in terms of gender and academic level makeup—and future research with larger

samples from different institutions will be necessary to see to what degree outcomes
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change if more representative samples are used. The authors are currently in the process

of gathering a larger data set for this purpose.

6.Recommendations

In every educational institution, the learning environment is the bedrock of excellence in
academic achievement. Educational structures that must be put in place such as a
conducive school environment, good inter-personal relationships between teachers and
students, available academic facilities, and also appropriate and congenial teaching and
learning styles used by teachers and students. The main aim of this research was to know
how students perceive their school environment (i.e. Department of Communication
Design). Based on the survey conducted, it was observed that, provision of adequate
platform for dialogue and respect for students’ rights would improve relationships.
Additionally, the social environment needs further fine-tuning and innovation. Even
though the results suggest the overwhelming approval of the psychosocial environment,
attention should be given to students with special needs. Regular evaluation of the
school’s psychosocial environment would go a long way to improve students’

achievement and social networking among students.

7.Recommendations for Further Study

Additional questions pertaining to whether or not the student improves on his/her
socialization skills at higher education warrant further investigation; thus the following
recommendations for further research and study are offered:

e This study should be replicated, using a different population from art
related disciplines to determine whether or not the student improves on
his/her socialization skills at higher education.

e A study should be conducted to determine whether or not socialization
skills are acquired in a home school setting or traditional school setting.

e A study should be conducted to determine whether the teacher holds the

primary role in the social development of a student.
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