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Abstract
Behavior management in the classroom is well known for being a challenge and a source 
of stress for preservice and experienced teachers alike. This means it may not only impact 
teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, but teachers’ efficacy perceived by their students too, engen-
dering effects on the social learning environment and vice-versa. This article aims at tak-
ing a step towards a better understanding of which aspects of the social learning environ-
ment preservice teachers and their students take into account when positioning themselves 
on behavior management efficacy. It then goes onto exploring how students’ perception of 
teacher efficacy in behavior management varies across classes and how it interacts with 
the social learning environment through a two-level model analysis. Results showed that 
the social learning environment’s dimensions are associated with the perception of teacher 
efficacy by students. On one hand, students perceive that efficacy in behavior management 
is linked to the social learning environment and therefore expect that an efficient teacher 
in this area will be able to create a healthy relationship with appropriate rules and class 
organization. On the other, when it comes to preservice teachers, findings seem to show 
the importance of the training program and how it supports self-efficacy beliefs through-
out first teaching experiences as results go in the direction of confirming that these beliefs 
stabilize fairly early on, because unlike the students, the preservice teachers seem to take 
other aspects than the learning environment into account while evaluating their self-effi-
cacy regarding behavior management. Finally, this research adds yet another element to the 
observation that effective behavior management within the classroom requires a positive 
relationship between teachers and their students. In addition, the way rules and organiza-
tion are taken into account by students demonstrates the need for a proactive approach in 
which teachers’ expectations are clear.
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Introduction 

Mastering behavior management in the classroom is an essential component of a teacher’s 
activity, because it promotes learning quality while having a positive effect on the social 
learning environment by making it safer and more orderly (Hattie, 2012; Martineau & 
Gauthier, 1999; Sieber, 2000), yet it remains a challenge for many, in particular pre-service 
teachers (Dicke et al., 2015). The most important causes of stress for beginning teachers 
relate to tasks with high psychological demands, such as showing perseverance and social 
skills in managing a student with behavioral difficulties (Harmsen et al., 2018). They are 
also linked to more general aspects, such as managing students who haven’t done their 
homework, too much chatter in the classroom, or even complicated peer relationships, that 
can generate bullying situations, inducing negative emotions and dissatisfaction towards 
students (Harmsen et  al., 2018). Different studies (e.g., Canisius Kamanzi et  al., 2017; 
Klassen et al., 2012; Petiot et al., 2015) support this observation by showing that it is above 
all incidents linked to difficult student behavior that generate these negative emotions and 
this state of dissatisfaction among teachers—in particular among beginning teachers—
which weakens their sense of self-efficacy. However, if the latter is impacted by a person’s 
physiological state, it is also influenced—and positively this time—by mastery experiences 
(Bandura, 2013). Self-efficacy beliefs are important because just like stressful situations 
linked to student behavior, they are directly related to job (dis)satisfaction and can be pre-
dictors of a teacher’s intent of leaving the profession (Aldridge & Fraser, 2016; Canisius 
Kamazi et al., 2017).

In classes with less behavioral disruptions, students rate the social learning environment 
more positively (Ingemarson et al., 2020). By promoting a healthy social learning environ-
ment for students, behavior management can have repercussions on learning. For example, 
by regulating peer reactivity in the classroom, the teacher helps create a safe environment 
in which students can feel comfortable enough to make errors, allowing the teacher to give 
feedback on subjects in which students do not have proficiency (Hattie, 2012). It can also 
have repercussions on students’ behavior regarding their schoolwork and their homework 
by stimulating students’ effort (Hopland & Nyhus, 2016).

While many researchers have been interested in teachers’ difficulties relating to behavior 
management, little work in this field concerns secondary school classes specifically (e.g., 
Schwab et  al., 2019). This is surprising since behavior management can be particularly 
challenging when it comes to adolescents with whom a number of strategies, although well 
suited for primary school students, lose their effectiveness (Malmgren et al., 2005), prob-
ably contributing to the fact that secondary school teachers seem to have to face bigger 
challenges leading to higher levels of emotional exhaustion (Lazarides et al., 2020).

The social learning environment and behavior management

The classroom’s social learning environment is the subjective and multidimensional per-
ception of the environment and of the functioning of personal and academic relationships 
between students and the teacher of a class by these same individuals (Author, 2004). It 
generally focuses on three domains (Tricket & Quinlan, 1979). Behavior management 
seems to play a role in all three of them.

The first domain is interpersonal relationships. Several studies highlight good relation-
ships between students as being predictors of students’ good behavior in the classroom 
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(Gaudreau et al., 2018; Müller et al., 2013; Rose et al., 2013). This supports the idea that 
teacher’s actions are not enough to achieve optimal classroom management. Indeed, stu-
dent–teacher relationships and the students’ feeling of being accepted or not by the teacher 
also play an important role in behavior management (Harmsen et al., 2018; Schwab et al., 
2019). In this study, we chose to focus on the dimensions of class cohesion, meaning peer 
relationships (e.g., students are happy to work together) and teacher proximity (e.g., trust 
between teacher and students), perceived by students and by pre-service teachers. By doing 
so, we aim to develop a better understanding of students’ and preservice teachers’ per-
ceptions of relationships between students as well as between students and their teacher 
(Author, 2012).

The second domain concerns the maintaining or changing of the system, bringing 
together the dimensions of rules and organization and innovation. It concerns lessons’ 
organization, instruction, and teacher expectations’ clarity, on the one hand, and the pres-
ence of routines or variations in activities on the other. Class organization and clear expec-
tations towards students contribute to effective behavior management within the classroom 
(Gaudreau et al., 2018), just as clear instructions and structured courses support sustained 
learning (Bissonette et al., 2005). Regarding innovation, it relates to the variety of the type 
of tasks to be done in class or at home. This type of variety can be double-edged because 
on the one hand, students, especially those with academic difficulties, need routines and 
activities that do not vary too often nor too quickly (Cèbe & Goigoux, 1999). But on the 
other hand, varying activities and didactic strategies helps capturing students’ attention and 
promoting behavior management (Kounin, 1970). A recent study conducted in a similar 
context to ours has shown that teachers who perceive themselves as innovators have a high 
sense of self-efficacy in proactive behavior management (Villoz, 2019). It will therefore be 
interesting to see if we find similar results when it comes to preservice teachers and from 
the students’ point of view.

Finally, the third domain focuses on goal orientation and personal development and 
brings together two dimensions: difficulty along with task orientation and involvement. 
This last domain is related to the lessons’ rhythm, perceived classwork difficulty, and 
students’ involvement and efforts regarding their learning (Author, 2012). Over the past 
twenty years, various studies have shown that learning difficulties very often go hand in 
hand with behavioral difficulties, hence the interest in taking these aspects into account 
when we are interested in behavior management (Hinshaw, 1992; Bissonette et al., 2017).

Perceived efficacy regarding behavior management

Self-efficacy is a current feeling about one’s own ability to perform a task in a given situa-
tion, without comparison to other people (Bandura, 1977; Woolfolk Hoy, 2004). There are 
four known sources of self-efficacy. The first one is mastery experiences which, in this con-
text, could be teaching or dealing with behavior management at school. The second one is 
vicarious experiences, meaning seeing others perform a certain task. For example, it could be 
observing an inservice teacher give lessons or fellow preservice teachers going through the 
same processes. The third one is verbal persuasion which can refer to feedback from a col-
league or mentor. And the fourth one is positive physiological and emotional states, meaning 
the way one may feel or react during a specific task (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998).

To be efficient in behavior management, teachers have to be flexible, meaning they 
must be able to adjust the various components of behavior management to the reality 
of their classrooms adequately, in order to be able to adapt to the learning environment 
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and more specifically to the students with whom they interact (Author, 2018; Gaudreau 
et  al., 2015). It is complicated to define difficult behavior unambiguously since every 
teacher has their own perception of the events that take place in their classroom (Nash 
et al., 2016). Meaning that, what can be perceived by a teacher as behavior representing 
a negative risk, may be viewed as a positive challenge or even as something trivial by 
another. This is why it is not so much the types of student behavior that is intrinsically 
interesting, but rather the different perceptions of a situation considered being more or 
less difficult for the teacher to manage. Thus, we consider that any situation can be seen 
as difficult to manage, if it is perceived as such by the teacher.

Perceived efficacy regarding behavior management can be defined through four 
dimensions (Author, 2018). The first refers to efficacy in proactive management, which 
is everything a teacher does to prevent the occurrence of disruptive behavior, such as 
setting clear classroom rules and guidelines. The second, complementary, is efficacy 
regarding reactive management. It concerns the teacher’s reactions following a particu-
lar behavior of the student (for example, an encouragement given for adequate behavior 
or a focused gaze towards a disruptive student). The last two dimensions refer to effi-
cacy in proactive involvement of parents or a legal representative and reactive involve-
ment of people outside the class. While one relates to the proactive inclusion of parents 
in order to make them partners in the management of their child’s behavior, the other 
mainly aims at a remedial of complicated situations by calling on professionals outside 
the classroom when necessary (e.g., members of the school administration, social work-
ers, mediators, or school psychologists).

Literature on classroom management, including behavior management, dating back 
around thirty years, highlights the importance of teachers’ sense of self-efficacy in rela-
tion to this concept (Gaudreau et al., 2015). Indeed, a high feeling of self-efficacy on the 
part of the teacher is linked to teacher positive behavior towards classroom management 
practices and to students’ behavior, meaning they are less stressed when it comes to dif-
ficult behavior and have better competencies when it comes to adapting interventions 
to students’ needs (Gaudreau et al., 2015). Let’s note, however, that although teachers’ 
sense of self-efficacy is considered to be a reliable student and teacher behavior predic-
tor (Brown et  al., 2015), it is difficult, if not impossible, to know which comes first: 
positive behavior or the feeling of self-efficacy, given that they influence each other 
(Pajares, 1996).

Recent studies (e.g., Author, 2020) have shown that addressing behavior management 
during teacher training through self-efficacy could be an effective way to support pre-ser-
vice teachers in this field. However, it is a subjective assessment of one’s own efficacy, and 
we do not know if this feeling is linked to students’ perception regarding the same object, 
meaning that a pre-service teacher with high beliefs regarding self-efficacy could be per-
ceived as inefficient by students.

For beginning teachers, as well as for preservice teachers, it can sometimes be diffi-
cult to take a critical look at ones’ actions in class, meaning that perceived self-efficacy 
may sometimes be quite different from what students perceive from their point of view. 
Although it is common to use student perception in research because it can lead to concrete 
improvements within the classroom, it is not recommended to use students’ perceptions as 
the only assessment, but rather cross different actors’ perceptions (Author, 2006), in the 
case of this study, students and pre-service teachers. Many studies on classroom or school 
learning environment only take into account teachers’ or students’ perceptions separately 
(e.g., Aldridge & Fraser, 2016; Aldridge et al., 2018).
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Thus, this paper aims to take a step towards a better understanding of the links between 
students and preservice teachers’ perceptions concerning two key concepts mentioned 
above: the social learning environment of the classroom and teacher efficacy regarding 
behavior management.

Several studies having emphasized the importance of contextual variables and their 
impact on teachers’ self-efficacy (Lazarides et al., 2020); we are going to adopt a compara-
tive approach through our first research question:

RQ1: Are the relationship between social learning environment and behavior manage-
ment efficacy similar when viewed through the lens of student and teacher perceptions?

We are then going to explore the possibility of class effects on perceived teacher effi-
cacy through an explanatory approach with our second research question:

RQ2: To what extent is the behavior management efficacy classroom-specific and 
dependent on the social learning environment as perceived by students?

The first part of this question will determine whether or not it is relevant to take into 
account the grouping structure (classes), alongside individual differences between students 
to explain variations at level 1 and level 2 through a two-level multilevel analyze, level one 
being the students and level two being the class. The second part of the question will allow 
us to analyze in what ways students’ perceptions of the social learning environment relates 
to teacher self-efficacy in behavior management across classes.

Methods

Data was collected in a teacher training institution as well as in secondary schools in the 
canton of Fribourg, in Switzerland. Data measuring teacher efficacy and the learning envi-
ronment in the classroom perceived by the teachers and their students were collected.

Sample

Six hundred eighty-six middle school students from 35 classes took part in this study. The 
average class size is of 21 students with a standard deviation of 4.09. No demographic 
information concerning students is available.

These classes were chosen through 35 preservice teachers in their last year of training 
who were solicited for a research project this study is part of. They answered the question-
naires and asked their students to complete the student versions of the same questionnaires. 
They included 23 women and 12 men for an average age of 26 years.

Training program context

During their last year of training, the preservice teachers went on a placement during 
which they were supposed to begin the school year with their pupils and finish in Decem-
ber. Throughout this last placement, preservice teachers were put in a high-responsibility 
situation, meaning they had to manage all of the aspects of teaching, including behavior 
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management as well as some administrative tasks for the school in which they worked. 
Key elements of the program they followed were access to on-line mentoring with feed-
back (Author, 2020) and to an on-site teacher trainer as well as their university courses on 
classroom management. Another important aspect of their training was that they went on 
different kinds of placements throughout nine semesters, allowing them to progressively go 
from vicarious experiences to mastery experiences, while being exposed to verbal persua-
sion and followed through emotional and physiological states, thus experiencing all four 
sources of self-efficacy throughout a rather long period of time (Tschannen-Moran et al., 
1998). For example, these placements went from observing in-service teachers to taking 
on full responsibility of a class for several weeks. One placement even focused on specific 
aspects of a “difficult situation” (which varied from one preservice teacher to another as 
not all situations were seemingly difficult to all of them).

Paper questionnaire for students

The student questionnaire has two parts.
The first part is an adapted version of the scale of teacher self-efficacy regarding behav-

ior management in the classroom for middle school teachers1 (Author, 2018). The original 
scale was comprised of four dimensions and 16 items. Because of their inadequacy for 
students, five items were taken out of the original scale and were not adapted in the new 
version (e.g., I am able to anticipate and elaborate efficient strategies to manage difficult 
behavior in class), explaining why in this version we do not differentiate proactive from 
reactive involvement of people outside the class. Other adaptations included a change in 
pronouns and some simplifications of the vocabulary used. The final scale has 11 items 
measuring the students’ perception of global teacher efficacy regarding behavior manage-
ment (α = 0.90) using a 10-point Likert scale (from 1 to 10), through items representing 
three theoretical dimensions such as (1) reactive management, “Your teacher is able to 
intervene as soon as someone starts disrupting the lesson (by chatting, standing up, etc.)”; 
(2) proactive management, “Your teacher is able to talk with you, his or her students, about 
your behavior within the classroom, without hurting your feelings”; and (3) involvement 
of people external to the class, regrouping the two following dimensions, presented in the 
theoretical framework, proactive involvement of parents or a legal representative, and reac-
tive involvement of people outside the class, “Your teacher is able to contact your parents 
or those of a classmate to solve a discipline problem that happened in class.” Because the 
original scale was modified, a CFA was conducted. We tested a model with 3 dimensions 
(SRMR = 0.05, RMSEA = 0.09, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.92, Chi2(41) = 243,245, p < 0.001, 
Chi2/df = 5.9). Even if the RMSEA was a little higher than the reference value (i.e., 0.08, 
McDonald & Ho, 2002) and the Chi2 significant (which is often the case in big samples, 
Byrne, 2001), the other indices were acceptable (CFI and TLI > 0.90; SRMR < 0.05, 
McDonald & Ho, 2002). In order to calculate perceived teacher efficacy through one gen-
eral second-order score, across all 11 items, we modelized a model with 3 dimensions 
and one general second order factor. The fit indices were identical and the 3 dimensions 
load very well on the general factor (βproactive management = 0.97; βreactive management = 0.80; 
βinvolvement = 0.89). This is why we decided to use a general factor in the subsequent 
analysis.

1 Questionnaire titles were freely translated from French.
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The second part is the student version of the Classroom Learning Environment Scale 
(Author, 2012). It is made up of 36 items divided into 3 domains and 6 dimensions: class 
cohesion, teacher proximity, rules and organization, innovation, student difficulty, and task 
orientation and implication. Students were asked to rate the learning environment of the 
classroom using a 6-point Likert (from 0 to 5).

Online questionnaire for teachers

The teacher questionnaire is made of three parts. The first part is comprised of demo-
graphic questions (age and sex). The second part is an adapted version of the scale of 
teacher self-efficacy regarding behavior management in the classroom for middle school 
teachers (Author, 2018). The third part is the Classroom Learning Environment (for teach-
ers) Scale (Author, 2012). The number of items and dimensions is the same as in the ver-
sion submitted to students so that a comparison can be made.

Analyses

Parametric tests

RQ1: Are the relationship between social learning environment and behavior manage-
ment efficacy similar when viewed through the lens of student and teacher perceptions?

In order to answer our first question, and because of the sample size (> 30), parametric 
tests were used (Hoskin, 2012; Mircioiu & Atkinson, 2017). We explored links between 
different variables using Pearson’s correlations.

Variance components model

RQ2: To what extent is the behavior management efficacy classroom-specific and 
dependent on the social learning environment as perceived by students?

Answering this question helped us determine whether or not there is evidence of clus-
tering in the data with respect to the dependent variable (Heck et al., 2014), in our case: the 
students’ perception of their preservice teachers’ efficacy regarding behavior management. 
To do so, we followed Heck et al.’s (2014) recommendations and test a class-effect by cal-
culated am intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC).

The effect of class-level and student-level variables on teacher efficacy perceived by 
students was estimated using multilevel models (Bressoux, 2010; Goldstein, 2011). These 
models are used to study hierarchical data, were micro-unit (i.e., students), and are embed-
ded in macro-unit (i.e., class or school). Progressive models were built. The first (model 
0) is the null model and it is used to determine the structure of random effects. It allows 
us to study how the variance is shared between different levels: is there a variation in the 
perception of teacher efficacy between the students (inter-individual variance) and between 
the classes (inter-class variance)? In the following models, we added explanatory variables 
(fixed effects) to explain the variation of students’ perception of their preservice teachers’ 
efficacy at both levels (inter-individual and inter-class). It should be noted that a class level 
variable (e.g., the class size) can only explain a level 2 variation (i.e., the class effect). We 
tested model 1, assessing the effect of class variables related to the class size and to the 
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preservice teacher’s age and sex. Finally, in model 2, we added variables related to stu-
dents’ perception of the six different dimensions related to the learning environment. In 
order to test if a new model is better than the old one, the difference between the log of the 
deviance between the two model must be greater than the value of a Chi2 where the degree 
of freedom correspond to the difference of parameter between the two models. We used the 
package “lme4” in R and a maximum likelihood (ML) estimation.

Results

RQ1: Are the relationship between social learning environment and behavior manage-
ment efficacy similar when viewed through the lens of student and teacher perceptions?

The teacher self-efficacy score is high (cf. Table  1), meaning that most pre-service 
teachers feel efficient in behavior management. Students seem to agree as their perception 
score of the teachers’ efficacy is even higher. When it comes to the social learning environ-
ment, the highest scores are found in rules and organization for both teachers and students, 
while the lowest concern students’ difficulties, indicating that globally, the classes that par-
ticipated in this study had a healthy learning social environment with relatively low rates of 
student difficulty.

Because these correlations were tested in two different groups with different sample 
sizes (preservice teachers (N = 35) and their students (N = 686)), we assessed and com-
pared the significance of the differences between the average correlations in both condi-
tions, using the Eid et al. (2013) method which is a z-test based on Fisher z-transformed 
score that takes the correlation coefficient into account as well as each sample size. Results 
showed that the differences between the average correlations are significant for two learn-
ing environment dimensions, namely teacher proximity (p = 0.01) and task orientation and 
implication (p = 0.02). We also observed a tendency towards significance related to rules 
and organization (p = 0.09). In each case, the correlations were higher for the students than 
for the teacher.

RQ2: To what extent is the behavior management efficacy classroom-specific and 
dependent on the social learning environment as perceived by students?

Model 0 indicates that 27.8% of total variance is imputable to students’ classes, mean-
ing that class effect equals 27.8%. When explanatory variables linked to classes are added 

Table 1  Classroom learning environment item examples and dimensions’ internal homogeneity

Dimensions Item examples α

Class cohesion There is a strong friendship between us, students .66
Teacher proximity Our teacher is close to us, students .68
Rules and organization Our teacher’s instructions are always clear .65
Innovation Our teacher often suggests new activities .64
Difficulty Classwork is difficult for some of us .59
Task orientation and implication We are comfortable asking questions during lessons .67
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(model 1), the decrease in deviance is too low (ΔlogV = 1.8 < Chi2(3) = 7.81) for the model 
to be considered being better adjusted. Thus, adding an explanatory variable such as class 
size or the teacher’s age does not seem to explain the differences between classes.

In model 2, the decrease in deviance is important enough with respect to model 0 (Δl
ogV = 617.6 < Chi2(124) = 150.99) so that the model can be considered a better fit. Thus, 
class cohesion, teacher proximity, rules and organization, task orientation and implication, 
and tendentially innovation explain 53.08% of inter-class differences and 34.76% of inter-
student variations.

Discussion

First of all, descriptive statistics show that globally, our sample of preservice teachers have 
a high sense of efficacy and are also perceived as being highly efficient by their students 
(Tables  2, 3, and 4). Previous research shows somewhat contradictory results concern-
ing preservice teachers’ sense of efficacy: all indicate an inflated sense of efficacy until 
they reach the point when they have to teach on their own, after what some say they usu-
ally experience a decrease in self-efficacy beliefs (e.g., Hoy & Spero, 2005), while others 
observe an increase in self-efficacy following their first teaching experiences (e.g., Coppe 

Table 2  Descriptive statistics Teachers’ 
perception

Students’ 
perception

M SD M SD

Global teacher efficacy 7.76 0.94 7.81 1.70
Class cohesion 3.66 0.48 3.64 0.85
Teacher proximity 3.20 0.48 3.13 0.91
Rules and organization 3.97 0.38 3.89 0.75
Innovation 3.17 0.61 2.84 0.91
Difficulty 1.91 0.54 2.07 0.92
Task orientation and implication 3.55 0.54 3.23 0.85

Table 3  Comparison of correlations between teacher efficacy regarding behavior management perception 
and the social learning environment

*  p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01

Teachers’ perception  
of global BM efficacy

Students’ perception  
of global BM efficacy

Class cohesion .37* .46**
Teacher proximity .18 .53**
Rules and organization .27 .48**
Innovation .28 .36**
Difficulty  − .18  − .22**
Task orientation and implication .06 .41**
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et al., 2021). This brings us to believe that at this early stage of teacher training, self-effi-
cacy beliefs are simply not stabilized yet and they will fluctuate according to experience 
and to the training program in which they are studying. Because our sample of pre-ser-
vice teachers is in its ninth and last semester of training, we can assume that they are no 
longer in this initial phase. Thus, these results are very encouraging for the training pro-
gram they follow. A recent study shows that the way in which teachers begin their careers 
is important, because self-efficacy seems to stabilize very quickly (Lazarides et al., 2020). 
Key aspects of the training program regarding self-efficacy beliefs are explained in the 
“Methods” section of this paper. Without much surprise, the social learning environment is 
mostly perceived in a positive way. This can be explained by the fact that most placements 
took place in a context in which schools are fairly advantaged with low rates of behavioral 
problems, even though there are always a few exceptions.

In response to our first research question, our results show that preservice teachers and 
students don’t take the social learning environment into account in the same way when 
positioning themselves on behavior management efficacy. While students rely on their per-
ception of the social learning environment to determine whether their teacher is imple-
menting effective classroom behavior management or not, teachers do not really seem to 
take into account the quality of the environment in their self-assessment. However, we 
must interpret these results with caution because of the small teacher sample size. This 
may seem inconsistent with a recent study showing that contextual variables influence 
behavior management practices (Massé et  al., 2020), and the fact that teachers should 
take the quality of the learning environment into account when considering their compe-
tence. However, it could be explained by the fact that self-efficacy beliefs seem to be rather 
stable once they’ve been established, as explained previously (Lazarides et al., 2020). In 
addition, the fact that our sample consists of preservice teachers working in fairly advan-
taged schools also seems to positively impact the early development of a healthy sense 

Table 4  Two-level model explaining global teacher efficacy perceived by students’ variations across classes

*  p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2

Fixed effect
  Intercept 7.78 (0.17) 9.19 (1.49) 140 (0.54)
  Class size  − 0.02 (0.03)
  Gender prof  − 0.43 (0.35)
  Age prof  − 0.03 (0.05)
  Class cohesion 0.24 (0.10)*
  Teacher proximity 0.54 (0.09)**
  Rules and organization 0.58 (0.11)**
  Innovation 0.19 (0.09)*
  Difficulty 0.13 (0.08)
  Task orientation and implication 0.22 (0.09)*

Random effect
  Class level 0.81 (0.90) 0.76 (0.87) 0.38 (0.62)
  Student level 2.10 (1.45) 2.09 (1.45) 1.37 (1.17)
  ICC 27.8%
  Log V 1994.2 (536) 1992,4 (533) 1376.6 (412)
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of efficacy (Lazarides et al., 2020). In addition, because they are teaching in experienced 
teachers’ classrooms, we believe that their status as learners might lead preservice teach-
ers to disregard the social learning environment and base their self-assessment mainly 
on their mentors’ feedback on one hand; and on the other, the fact that their self-efficacy 
scores are rather high may act as a mediator on their perception (Klassen et  al., 2012). 
This brings us to speculate that one possibility in overcoming stress and dropouts related 
to difficulties in behavior management could be to actively support pre-service teachers’ 
self-efficacy through training programs that explicitly encourage the four known sources of 
self-efficacy: (1) performance accomplishments by successfully teaching and engaging in 
interactions with mentors and in-service teachers on topics related to classroom and behav-
ior management; (2) vicarious experiences by putting pre-service teachers in  situations 
in which they can witness everyday school activities and other teachers solving problems 
linked to behavior management; (3) verbal persuasion by belonging to a defined, stable 
group of pre-service teachers with who they share similar goals and with who they can 
share stories of success and challenges related to this topic, and by receiving constructive 
feedback from peers and mentors; and finally, (4) positive physiological and affective states 
through overcoming stress and anxiety or solving problems linked to behavior management 
(Menon, 2020).

When it comes to our second research question, our results indicate that the propor-
tion of variation in perceived teacher efficacy that lies between classes is approximately 
27.8%. Intraclass correlation coefficient’s value can be considered an indication of sub-
stantial clustering of observations within level 2 units. Because results showed a significant 
variation at level 1 and level 2 that remained to be explained in the model, we then tested 
a level 2 component (variance of the perceived preservice teacher’s efficacy in behavior 
management across classes).

Testing model 1 showed that age and gender did not significantly explain the variations 
between classes. It is encouraging to note that these elements, on which teachers don’t 
have any control, don’t enter into the evaluation of preservice teachers’ efficacy by stu-
dents. However, it would be relevant to check if the same is true when it comes to measur-
ing other aspects such as which subjects are taught by the teacher or previous experience 
acquired through replacements, for example.

Testing model 2 allowed us to see that taking the social learning environment into 
account significantly explains the variations between classes. Adding student variables 
explained more than half of the variation between classes (53.08%) and more than a third 
of the variation between students (34.76%). Twenty-one percent of the variation between 
classes remains to be explained. These results encourage us to continue exploring this area 
to gain more information which could potentially lead us to more ways of improving edu-
cation in classroom management.

The two dimensions of the social learning environment that students seem to take into 
account the most when evaluating preservice teachers’ efficacy regarding behavior man-
agement within their class are the rules and organization as well as the teacher’s proximity 
which confirms recent studies showing that when it comes to teaching practice regarding 
behavior management, the teacher-student relationship is central to achieving positive and 
efficient management, as well as setting clear expectations for students, as one would do 
when explaining rules and organization (Gaudreau et al., 2018). Interestingly, these results 
approach what has been observed in studies on parent–child relationships. For example, 
Baumrind’s studies of parenting styles show that the most adaptive parenting style for 
children combines both parental demandingness (rules, discipline) and responsiveness 
(warmth and acceptance) (Baumrind, 1991; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). These findings 
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are also concomitant with the results of many recent studies showing the importance of 
establishing meaningful relationships between students and their teachers for both parties 
as on one hand, they benefit students’ emotional well-being through supporting important 
aspects such as achievement emotions or self-concept of ability, and on the other, they sup-
port teachers’ emotional wellbeing, thus lessening stressful feelings that often accompany 
negative behavior management (e.g., Clem et  al., 2021; Freund et  al., 2022; Hagenauer 
et al., 2015). Positive relationships have been central to classroom and behavior manage-
ment strategies for several years now (Gaudreau et  al., 2015) and it is interesting to see 
the way they are taken into account by students when evaluating different aspects of the 
social learning environment. When it comes to rules and organization, these relate directly 
to an important part of classroom management which is setting clear expectations (Gaud-
reau et al., 2015), thus explicitly helping students know what is expected of them. We can 
also link them to the direct instruction style of teaching which is known as being an effec-
tive teaching practice to teach specific concepts or skills, such as expected behavior in the 
classroom (Stein et al., 1998).

From a teacher education point of view, these findings are important as they can lead to 
the development of specific strategies when it comes to learning how to manage a class-
room, and more specifically, how to manage behavior within the classroom, focusing on 
specific aspects of learning environment such as teacher proximity as well as rules and 
organization. As said previously, many studies show the importance of positive relation-
ships. However, this is not an easy aspect to teach to future teachers as it doesn’t relate to 
a specific field but refers to soft skills for teachers such as communication skills, leader-
ship skills, or social emotional skills. Considering the fairly large amount of recent studies 
concluding that the teacher-student relationship is a key component to mastering behavior 
management within the classroom, we can only urge training programs to consider imple-
menting these skills in a more explicit way.

Conclusion

This study showed that dimensions of the social learning environment are associated with 
the perception of teacher efficacy by students. More specifically, students associate behav-
ior management efficacy more strongly to rules and class organization as well as to teacher 
proximity. Therefore, it can be anticipated that students will expect an efficient teacher in 
this area to be able to create a healthy relationship with appropriate rules and class organi-
zation. However, when it comes to preservice teachers’ perceptions of the same concepts, 
they seem to take other aspects into account while evaluating their self-efficacy regarding 
behavior management. It would be interesting to consider longitudinal research throughout 
the training program to examine when young teachers change their benchmarks for self-
assessment of behavior management skills.

This research also adds yet another element to the observation that effective behavior 
management within the classroom requires a positive relationship between teachers and 
their students. In addition, the way rules and organization are taken into account by stu-
dents demonstrates the need for a proactive approach in which teachers’ expectations are 
clear. Nevertheless, a fifth of the variation between classes remains to be explained. This 
calls for extra research in this field, in order to find out whether class fixed effects that have 
not been investigated in this study may have an effect on this variation, thus extending 
knowledge on how to improve behavior management on one hand and on how to lessen the 
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reality shock many preservice and beginner teachers face, linked to this specific aspect of 
teaching.

The main limits of this study reside in the small teacher sample and the fact that it is 
cross-sectional, meaning that we cannot reason in terms of cause and effects. It would be 
interesting to address this subject through longitudinal work to bring a better understanding 
of how the learning environment and perceived teacher efficacy interrelate across time. It 
would also allow us to see if the learning environment deteriorates over time as suggested 
by recent studies (e.g., Ingemarson et al., 2020), and if so, what implications this may have 
on teacher efficacy perceptions. Finally, the fact that no demographic data about students 
is available means that we could not test gender effects on students’ teacher perception. It 
would have been interesting to know if girls and boys perceive teachers of the same gender 
in a more positive way and inversely.
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