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1. INTRODUCTION

The school environment plays a fundamental role in the emotional and psychological development 
of adolescents. A positive and supportive school climate enhances both academic performance and 
mental well-being (Cohen et al., 2009). Conversely, negative school environments—characterized by poor 
relationships, unclear rules, and stressful evaluation systems—can significantly contribute to students’ 
anxiety (Essau & Petermann, 2015; Santrock, 2019).

Anxiety disorders are among the most frequent emotional difficulties in adolescence and can affect 
cognitive functioning, emotional stability, and social adaptation (Barlow, 2002). Given the complexity of 
modern educational demands, it becomes crucial to examine how the perceived school climate impacts 
students’ anxiety levels.

The aim of this study is to determine the relationship between the perceived school climate and 
anxiety among secondary school students and to identify which dimensions of the school climate serve 
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age 16 to M=24.68 at age 19; p<.001). H9: Fourth-year students displayed higher anxiety (M=19.42) than second (M=11.67) 
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Qualitative insights from focus groups revealed an ambivalent perception of school – seen both as a place of friendship 
and as a “stressful enclosure” due to excessive testing and authoritarian teaching styles. Key stressors included oral examinations, 
public presentations, and perceived discrimination, while empathy from teachers and peer relationships provided moments of 
relief. Students’ recommendations focused on more interactive teaching, reduced testing load, stronger emotional support from 
psychologists, improved hygiene, and an inclusive culture of equality and respect. In conclusion, school climate and demographic 
factors (gender, age, grade) are significantly associated with students’ psychological well-being. To effectively reduce anxiety, 
interventions should integrate: Methodological innovations – interactive, motivating teaching practices; Emotional and social 
support – empathetic relationships, open communication with staff, psychologists, and peers; Institutional improvements – 
enhanced safety, hygiene, fair assessment, and inclusive culture.

Implementing these measures can foster a safer, more supportive, and less stressful school environment, reducing 
anxiety symptoms and promoting overall student well-being.
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as protective factors for mental well-being.
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study was conducted in a secondary medical school in Skopje, North Macedonia, involving 
a convenience sample of 100 students. The demographic profile included 30% male and 70% female 
participants; 34% were 16 years old, 48% 17, 16% 18, and 2% 19 years old. Regarding grade level, 56% 
were in second year, 32% in third, and 12% in fourth year.The instruments used included: Comprehensive 
School Climate Inventory (CSCI), measuring four dimensions: Safety, Relationships, Teaching Practices, 
and Institutional Environment< Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21), using the Anxiety subscale 
to assess levels of anxiety symptoms.

Data were analyzed using SPSS 25. Pearson correlations and multiple regression analyses 
were performed to assess the relationship between school climate dimensions and anxiety. Additionally, 
qualitative focus group discussions provided complementary insights into students’ subjective experiences 
and emotional perceptions.

3. RESULTS

The general hypothesis—that a more positive perception of school climate is associated with lower 
anxiety—was confirmed. The results show:

Safety is moderately and negatively correlated with anxiety (r = –0.39, p = 0.02).
Relationships have a moderate-to-strong negative correlation with anxiety (r = –0.385, p = 0.001).
Teaching Practices show a weak but significant negative correlation (r = –0.269, p = 0.006).
Institutional Environment is moderately and negatively correlated (r = –0.36, p = 0.008).
Multiple regression analysis revealed that safety and relationships together predict 86.3% of the 

variance in anxiety (R² = 0.863, p < 0.05).
Demographic analyses indicated:
Females reported significantly higher anxiety levels (M = 20.12) than males (M = 10.31; p < 0.001).
Anxiety increased with age (M = 11.35 at age 16 to M = 24.68 at age 19; p < 0.001).
Fourth-year students showed the highest anxiety levels (M = 19.42; p < 0.001).
Qualitative focus group findings emphasized that excessive testing, public speaking, and teacher 

authoritarianism are major stressors, while supportive relationships, fair assessment, and empathy from 
teachers serve as key protective factors.

4. DISCUSSION

The findings confirm that a positive perception of school climate is a protective factor against 
anxiety, consistent with prior international research (Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007; Shochet et al., 2006). 
Safety and supportive relationships emerged as the strongest predictors of reduced anxiety. These results 
align with Bear et al. (2014), who highlight the role of psychological safety and respectful communication 
in fostering mental stability.

Teaching quality and organized institutional environments also contributed significantly to lower 
anxiety, resonating with findings by Huang & Cornell (2016) and O’Malley & Ritchey (2015). The 
exceptionally high variance explained (R² = 0.863) suggests that combined emotional and environmental 
factors form a robust framework for predicting student well-being.Although the study sample was limited, 
the results underscore the importance of emotional safety, empathetic relationships, and transparent 
institutional policies. Future studies should replicate these findings on larger and more diverse samples 
and apply mixed methods for deeper validation.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This study confirms that school climate and demographic variables are significantly linked to 
students’ psychological well-being. A safe, empathetic, and well-organized school environment contributes 
to lower anxiety and improved academic engagement. Key recommendations include:

Strengthening physical and emotional safety through consistent anti-bullying measures and clear 
behavioral rules.

Promoting empathetic teacher-student communication and peer mentoring programs; 
Applying interactive, project-based learning methods and balanced test schedules;
Enhancing institutional transparency and fairness in grading and discipline;
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Expanding access to school psychologists and integrating relaxation and self-regulation techniques.
Such holistic interventions can transform the school from a potential source of stress into a secure 

and nurturing environment that fosters growth and emotional resilience.
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