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Abstract:
Social psychology principles have been important strategies for helping students gain a
better life in school because it promotes supportive, safe and empowering learning
environment that enhance learners’ outcomes. Relevant evidence-based interventions
using social psychology principles have proven improvements in school climate and
also increased educational opportunities for students. Drawing on theoretical and
empirical literature, the authors reviewed studies on the role of social psychology in
promoting academic success in schools. In particular, the authors first defined social
psychology, its importance to teachers and then examined four social psychological
domains relevant to classroom management. Two themes which are prevalent in this
paper: the importance of social psychology to teachers, and how teachers can
incorporate social psychology theories into teaching and learning activities to promote a
healthier school climate. In conclusion, the writers argued that classroom teachers need
to employ social psychology principles in their teaching activities to help the school
achieve its broader educational objectives.
Keywords: attribution, aggression, interpersonal relationships, social psychology,
school climate, stereotype
1. Introduction
The aim of every educator is to have a positive school climate of high learners’
achievement. Positive school climate is perceived by all standards as an important
target for schools because it has been associated to improve students’ behaviour, lower
dropout rates, increase graduation rates, reduce mental health issues (Thapa, Cohen,
Guffey & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013) and increase job satisfaction and teacher
retention (Kaiser, 2011).
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Positive school climate is linked to reduce students’ exposure to risk factors and
promote positive development and learning for productivity (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention as cited in Kane et al., 2016). It has also been connected to
promote higher psychological well-being of students (Ruus et al., 2007); decrease
student absenteeism (Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Payne, & Gottfredson, 2005) and
decrease harassment and bullying (Attar-Schwartz, 2009; Van-Ryzin, 2014).
Further, schools with positive climate tend to have less students’ indiscipline
issues (Lee, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2011; Thapa et al., 2013) and improve academic
achievement across grade levels (Stewart, 2008). Given the importance of positive
school climate, it is essential for teachers to monitor and identify issues in the classroom
that will endanger a school from the benefits of a positive climate for immediate
intervention.
Although there is no universally accepted set of core domains or features of a
positive school climate, research has established some evidence-based core domains
that can promote positive school climate. Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2013) identified social and emotional learning framework
for developing social and emotional competencies in students based on the
understanding that learning is maximized in the context of supportive relationships.
Bradshaw, Waasdorp, and Leaf (2012) also identified school staff working together to
create a school-wide programme that clearly articulates positive behavioural
expectations and decreases indiscipline problems (such bullying and aggressive
behaviours). Research evidence from a study conducted by Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth,
Luppescu, and Easton (2010) revealed that schools with high relational trust are more
likely to make changes that are essential to effective school climate improvement.
Choy, Chen and Bugarin (2006) opine that although some teachers may have
basic knowledge in social psychology, there is no evidence that most of them
understand the core ideas in this area in relation to their pedagogical applications.
Lampert (as cited in Grossman, Hammerness & McDonald, 2009) believe that teacher
education is built around a collection of methods in which prospective teachers learn
methods that exist for teaching particular subjects but not grounded in educational
theories relevant for application in the classroom. Dwelling on this assertion this article
clarifies how teachers can fuse social psychology principles and theories into their dayto-day teaching activities to help shape the school climate for students’ success.
2. What is social psychology?
Social psychology is a study that deals with a variety of captivating questions about
people and their social world. According to Allport (as cited in Worchel, Cooper,
Goethals & Olson, 2000) social psychology is ‚a discipline that uses scientific methods to
understand and explain how the thought, feeling and behaviour of individuals are influenced by
the actual, imagined or implied presence of others‛ (p. 4). Cialdini (2012) defines social
psychology as social influence and persuasion of others. Myers (2007) defines
psychology as “the scientific study of how people think about, influence and relate to one
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another” (p.4). Further, Kassin, Fein and Markus (2013) define social psychology as the
scientific study of how individuals think, feel and behave in social contexts. Since the
school is a social environment and has social interaction characteristics, these
definitions show that within the school individuals we think about themselves and
others and are likely to be influenced by others.
2.1 Importance of social psychology to the teacher
Teaching applies social psychology principles because wherever a group of people is
brought together for the purpose of learning, teachers deem it as obligatory to
professionally apply social psychology principles to promote educational goals.
Gehlbach (2010) affirms that teachers’ roles in the classroom are social: explaining
concepts, keeping students on task, communicating with fellow faculty members and
parents. Gehlbach further indicates that although less obvious, planning classes and
grading papers, exchanging gestures and facial expressions, setting up seating
arrangements and developing classroom norms are all anticipatory social activities that
require teachers’ social experience.
Further, knowledge in this discipline exposes teachers to how beliefs, emotions
and behaviours are affected by others within the school environment. It also helps
teachers to find answers to questions such as: Why are the social context, interpersonal
relationships and emotional well-being important to students’ learning? What reasons
do students give to success and failure in a test or examinations? How to deal with
indiscipline issues in the classroom? How to communicate meaningful feedback to
students?
Furthermore, applying fundamental principles of social psychology in the
teaching and learning process, teachers can successfully modify basic anti-social
behaviours found in the classrooms. Knowledge in social psychology discipline
therefore has great untapped potentials to help teachers understand and manage most
of the social aspects of the classroom. Thus, in-depth knowledge of core concepts in
social psychology can promote positive behaviour in the classroom which is
tremendous benefit for teachers. Four social psychological domains (attribution,
prejudice and stereotypes, aggressive behaviours and interpersonal relations) relevant
to teachers in the classroom are deliberated upon in this paper.
2.2 Attribution
Attribution is the process by which individuals examine the reasons underlying causes
of behaviour and other events (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). Malle and Korman
(2013) assert that the term attribution in social psychology has two primary meanings:
first, causal attrition which refers to explanations of behaviour (that is, answers to
‚why‛ questions) and second, dispositional attribution which refers to inferences of
traits from behaviour (judgments people make about others).
Accordingly, Kassin et al. (2013) assert that there are two types of attribution:
explanatory attribution and interpersonal attribution. People make explanatory
attribution to understand the world around them and to seek reasons for a particular
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event. This is characterised by judgments as to what is the cause of certain event.
Interpersonal attribution on the other hand occurs, when one’s action or motive for an
action is questioned and one needs to explain the reasons for that action.
Further, Heider as cited in Malle (2011) opine that people try to explain
behaviour by using either internal or external attribution. Whereas internal attribution
describes one’s personal characteristic which is within him or her, external attribution
on the other hand deals with the idea that the issue is not about the personal
characteristics of the person but it is about the situation. For instance, if a student is
made to question her behaviour "Why did l not perform well in a text?" and she produce
an external attribution "Because the teacher was unfair", what kind of behavior should
we expect? Kelley (1976) posits that, ‚in all explanations, the choice is between external
attribution and internal attribution‛ (p. 194). Attribution theory is therefore important for
teachers because it helps them to understand some of the causes of students’ behaviours
on one hand and on the other assist students to understand their thinking about their
own behaviours.
Malle and Korman (2013) believe that there is no one attribution theory, because
different theories have been offered for attribution as explanation and attribution as
trait inference. Nevertheless, Weiner (2006) theory of attribution on success and failure
is applicable for students’ academic motivation in the school system. The theory
incorporates behaviour modification, cognitive and self-efficacy theories that emphasis
learners’ self-perceptions which strongly influence the way students interpret their
success or failure to efforts.
Weiner (2006) gave three sets of characteristics that explain how people
determine success or failure. First, the cause of success or failure may be internal or
external. That is, one may succeed or fail because of innate factors believed to have
originated from within, or because of factors that originates from the environment.
Further, the cause of success or failure may be either stable or unstable. If the person
believes that the cause is stable, then the outcome is likely to be the same if the same
behaviour is repeated on a different occasion. However, if the person believes that the
cause is unstable, the outcome is likely to differ on a different occasion. Finally, the
cause of success or failure could be either controllable or uncontrollable. A controllable
cause occurs when the person believes behaviour can be altered or modified if he or she
wishes to do so. It is uncontrollable if one does not believe behaviour can be altered.
Weiner (2006) again emphasises that students should be motivated to answer
questions like: ‚why did l fail?”, ‚why did l succeed?” and ‚why didn’t l do better than
expected?‛ The answers given to these questions will help the teacher to be aware of the
best characteristics that explain the student’s success or failure. Again, in search of
answers to these questions, Weiner argues that teachers should engage individuals in
implicit analysis of reason(s) of their performance/outcome. Attribution therefore helps
to shape students behaviours, whether they respond to setbacks vulnerably or
resiliently. Thus, if teachers want students to persist on academic tasks, they should
help them establish reasons for success as against failure. Reyna (2008) suggests that
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teachers should be constantly called upon to make assumptions about the causes of
students’ behavioural and academic outcomes.
Attribution theory therefore provides an important means for examining and
understanding motivation in academic settings. It helps to examine individuals' beliefs
about why certain events occur and correlate those beliefs to subsequent motivation. In
the classroom or the school environment, the understanding students have about the
causes of past events influence their ability to control what happens to them in the
future (Wilson, as cited in Yeager & Walton, 2011). Social psychologists believe that
people’s explanation to causes of events and experiences shape their responses to those
events and subsequent behaviours.
2.3 How teachers can communicate attributional information to learners
Attributional information can be communicated to learners in a variety of ways. Three
of these include: teachers to communicate important information to their students
through feedback or comments on written class work or assignments; teachers to be
sure of what really caused a student to fail and the use of attributional retraining
interventions to clarify information to students.
Teachers need to communicate important information to their students through
feedback or comments on written class work or assignments. During, classroom
instructions and when grading examinations teachers should not use general feedback
remarks, such as “Excellent”, “Good work”, “Satisfactory” or “Fair”. Research evidence
indicates that specific feedback is more useful to students because it assists them in
developing adaptive attributional beliefs (Hattie & Timperley, 2007) and provides
information on how they can become more competent (Brookhart, 2008). It is therefore
effective to write a more specific comment, like, ‚I know you can do better; you need to
spend more time studying ahead of test” than to write “Satisfactory‛.
Second, it is also important for teachers to be sure of what really caused a
student to fail. For example, ‚Did lack of preparation or efforts really account for the failure?‛
When teachers communicate to students that their failures were due to the use of
inappropriate methods or inadequate preparations, students are most likely to be
motivated by that and then make modifications in their study habits for better academic
performance. A student’s perception on the causes of failure may influence the degree
to which the student will come to expect to fail again in the future. Helping students to
be aware of their shortcomings and interpreting them meaningfully, serves as an
opportunity for growth rather than evidence of incompetence (Walton & Cohen 2011).
Finally, teachers need to use attributional retraining interventions to clarify
information to students. This can be done using elaborative learning strategies as part
of the consolidation process for all students. This will help facilitate comprehension of
the premises of attributional retraining. Specifically, individualized consolidation
exercises could be used to allow students to clarify the information presented during
attributional retraining interventions in a personal and meaningful way. The principle
of attributional retraining states that, the more students begin to attribute outcomes to
factors that they can control and are unstable; they are then expected to be able to
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control future actions to achieve academic success (Hall, Hladkyj, Perry, & Ruthig,
2004). Further, Hall et al., believe that individuals may assigned many reasons for
failure, but the ones that are most influential in changing future behaviours are those
reasons that the individual perceives to be unstable and controllable. Given this
information, teachers can design classroom tasks and provide classroom environments
that supply students with sufficient opportunities to succeed and assist them to
understand that the effort to succeed lies in their own hands.
2.4 Prejudice and Stereotypes
Another area of concern in schools that needs social psychology principle application
and intervention is the persistence differences between different social groups which
include: male and female students, different ethnic groups and students from urban
and rural communities (Walton & Spencer, 2009). Worchel et al. (2000) define prejudice
as an attitude, usually negative towards a group. Its evaluation is solely based on the
person’s race, gender, religion or membership of a group (Worchel et al.). Stereotypes
on the other hand are specifically-perceived beliefs that members of a group share
particular characteristics. Stereotypes make cognitive processing about complex social
worlds easier and more efficient, whereas prejudice incorporates emotional feelings
(Worchel et al.). The negative consequences in stereotyping are the significant biases in
judgments about other people.
Usually, the first process that leads to stereotyping is the simple perceptual act of
categorization (Worchel et al., 2000). According to the social identity theory by Tajfel
and Turner (1986), people are categorized into social groups and locate themselves
within that category. They then evaluate the value or worth of that social identity by
comparing the group with other groups. The basic premise of social identity theory is
that we are motivated to maintain a positively valued social identity and we do so by
creating or taking advantage through comparisons with other groups. These groups
tend to interact, influence each member and share a common social identity. The shared
social identity of individuals within a group influences intergroup behaviour. These
perceptions and behaviours in turn define the social identity of individuals within the
interacting groups.
The tendency to define oneself by membership in a group may lead to
intergroup discrimination which involves favourable behaviours directed towards the
in-group and negative behaviours directed towards the out-group. This intergroup
discrimination leads to prejudice and stereotyping. Studies have shown that stereotype
influences our perceptions unawares (Walton & Spencer, 2009). Devine (as cited
Worchel et al., 2000) shows that sometimes a stereotype that we do not even believe is
true can affect our perceptions of an individual without our knowledge. Stereotypes are
undesirable behaviours because they result in faulty reasoning processes. The biasing
effect is that ambiguous behaviours will often be interpreted in terms of the
stereotyped.
Steele (2010) argues that the stress that one could undergo with regard to
stereotype in school can undermine academic performance even if no one openly
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expresses this believe. For example, the stereotype that females are more skillful in
qualitative field than males and males more skillful in quantitative field than females
causes anxiety and undermines academic performance in these fields by both males and
females. Cohen, Purdie-Vauges, Apfel and Bizustoski (2009) believe that helping to
reduce the stress and anxiety caused by stereotyped threats, can boost academic
performance of the negatively stereotyped students. Since, it is obvious that, stereotype
negatively affects students’ intellectual ability; teachers need to eliminate this behaviour
in the classroom.
2.5 How teachers can diminish prejudice and stereotype behaviours in the classroom
Teachers can help students overcome this by challenging stereotypical statements and
prejudiced ideology in the classroom and the school environment in general. Teachers
can dispel negative ideologies among students by helping each student feel respected
and valued. Further, teachers should make conscious efforts to establish an atmosphere
in which every student will feel comfortable to voice out his or her opinion when
discussing stereotypical beliefs and prejudiced ideologies in schools. Furthermore,
teachers need to work hard in other to minimise the conditions that lead to stereotype
threats in the classroom before it escalates. Some techniques that teachers can use
include: cooperative learning, de-categorization and cognitive approaches.
Jigsaw method is one of the cooperative learning techniques. This technique was
initiated by social psychologist, Elliot Aronson in 1972. With this method, students are
put into various groups of five or six and assigned to complete a given task. Each group
is given a unique role to play to complete the task. In order to complete the task, team
members have to work together with one another especially in a way of sharing their
unique information among themselves. The jigsaw method has been proved to be
effective in reducing prejudice towards members of a stereotyped group (Aronson &
Patnoe, 1997; Slavin, Hurley, & Chamberlain, 2003).
De-categorization involves teaching people from different social groups to focus
on an individual’s unique characteristics. This is known as individuation and helps to
draw attention away from group differences but towards individual differences. Decategorization often causes in-group members to perceive fewer similarities among
themselves and the out-group member (Blair, 2002).
Cognitive approaches are of different methods, however two of these approaches
include: reduced thought awareness and suppression; and attitude reconditioning.
Reduced thought awareness and suppression is used to increase a person’s awareness
of his or her prejudiced thoughts and train that person to actively suppress those
thoughts. Stewart, Latu, Kawakami & Myer (2010) believe that if this technique is not
used tactfully, instead of suppressing or reducing prejudice, it will rather have the
opposite effect of increasing it. Teachers who wished to use this technique should adopt
systematic desensitization techniques. Attitude reconditioning also known as
‘situational attribution training’ on the other hand can be used by teachers to reduce
learners’ implicit prejudice by getting them to focus on situational explanations for
negative behaviours exhibited by members of the stereotyped groups.
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2.6 Aggressive Behaviours
Students’ aggression presents a chronic hindrance to teaching and learning. Thus, the
ability of teachers to organize classroom and manage behaviours of students is critical
to achieve positive educational outcomes. Aggressive behaviour has been defined as a
persistent pattern of behaviour that threatens or causes harm to other people (Fraser,
Nash, Galinsky & Darwin, 2002). Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer and Sears (as cited
Worchel et al., 2000) define aggression as ‚a behaviour whose goal is the injury of the person
towards whom it is directed‛ (p. 309). Aggressive behaviour can be physical or verbal. It is
physical when it involves contact with another person and directly causes pain to the
body (for example kicking and bullying). On the other hand, it is verbal when it
involves the use of words (for example insults, making derogatory remarks or
nicknaming).
Aggressive behaviours can also be referred to as antisocial behaviours.
According to Worchel et al. (2000), aggressive behaviours and antisocial behaviours are
often used interchangeable because research on aggressive behaviours is mainly
conducted on behaviours which are socially undesirable. Aggressive behaviours thus
violate the fundamental rights of others, violate societal norms and cause impairment in
social and academic functioning.
2.7 Causes of aggressive behaviours
Bandura (1977) emphasises that children learn to be aggressive and to whom they
become aggressive through observation of parents, teachers, peers and pictures of
mass-media. In an experiment known as ‚bobo doll‛, Bandura and his associates
demonstrated one of the ways in which children learn to be aggressive (Bandura as
cited in Ferguson, 2010). Social learning theorists also believe that aggression is
acquired through direct or vicarious means. Direct experiences may include childhood
pushing objects and adolescent fighting others while vicarious experiences may be
through adult rebellions (Corvo & Williams 2000). Swanson (2015) asserts that if a
person is exposed to violence, that person is more likely to catch it. Thus, once the
aggressive behaviour is acquired, the individual automatically learns how to execute
such acts openly and also how to maintain it. This presumes that people who live in an
environment that is characterised by assaults are prone to lead an aggressive lifestyle
which can result them in frustration.
Frustration is also an important trigger of aggressive behaviour. The frustrationaggression theory postulates that ‚aggression is always a consequences of frustration and
that frustration always leads to some form of aggression‛ (Worchel et al., 2000, p. 308).
According to this theory, the instigation to aggress increases as the strength of
frustration also increases. The scapegoat theory of discrimination holds that a variety of
frustrations in everyday life in school, home, workplace and with friends can lead to
displace aggressions (Worchel et al., 2000). Social psychologists look at an aggressive
person with the view that he or she can be pushed by some external forces that cause
one to aggress.
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2.8 Elements of aggressive behaviours that can be found in schools
Elements of aggressive behaviours that can be found in schools may include: verbal
threats, physical tantrums (such as throwing and fighting), reactive (such as unplanned
retaliation) and proactive (such as bullying and provocations). Others may include:
covert (lying, cheating, stealing, drug and substance abuse) and social manipulations
(Fraser et al., 2002). Aggressive learners may also be socially incompetent and unable to
elicit positive social responses. They may rather indulge in negative responses in
various social contexts even when not obviously fierce. This may inhibit teaching and
learning process and consequently create interpersonal problems in the school.
Szyndrowski (2005) believes that maltreated boys are 1000 times more likely to
commit violent acts against an adult compared with their non-maltreated peers.
Szyndrowski further asserts that children subjected to laisez-faire discipline are most
likely to be lawless, indiscipline and become social misfit. Carter (2002) believes that
teachers, who terrorize learners into compliance for any reason, incite intolerance and
fear in them, which hardens their attitudes towards authority. Additionally, Smith and
Smith (2006) believe that the classroom context plays a significant role in the emergence
and persistence of aggressive behaviour. Smith and Smith advice that teachers, who
want to deal with aggressive behaviours, must first identify the forces or seat of
aggression.
2.9 How teachers can deal with aggressive behaviours in the classroom
Many behavioural disorders begin with or are made worse through behavioural
processes such as modeling, reinforcement, extinction and punishment in the classroom
(Kauffman, 2005). Teachers must therefore know when and how to appropriately use
these behavioural processes. French, Conrad and Turner (1995) also believe that
aggressive and disruptive behaviours are related to rejection in the classroom. Effective
classroom management is thus needed to boost prevention efforts in dealing with
aggressive behaviours.
Other strategies include: identification of students who are at-risk of Emotional
and Behavioral Disorders (EBD) for early intervention and treatment (Kauffman, 2005).
Further, teachers must know how to control their temper and be very selective in choice
of words, when dealing with students to avoid being aggressive. It is also appropriate
for teachers to reduce behaviours such as fighting, name-calling, bullying and general
intimidation that can create a negative school climate and lead to more serious violence.
When these are not controlled, aggression becomes a sort of defense mechanism. In
conclusion, when dealing with such behaviours, teachers need to examine the external
forces that push the individual to aggress. Identifying both the environmental and
social conditions that instigate the aggression will help to extinguish the motivation to
aggress from students.
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2.10 Interpersonal Relationships
The foundation for learning and human development in any school environment is
interpersonal relationship. As such, a great deal of information in teaching and learning
process is relevant to how teachers understand this relationship. Kim (2014) believes
that when teachers are able to handle this relationship judiciously, it will help shape
their goals and actualize these goals in the classroom.
According to Kim (2014), there are three critical aspects of interpersonal
relationships in the school environment. These include respect for diversity, social
support from adults and social support from students. Kim refers to respect for
diversity as an aspect of relational life in school community which to some extent is the
degree of mutual respect for individual differences such as: gender, race and culture at
all levels of the school (i.e. adult-student; student-student and adult-adult) and overall
norms for tolerance.
Social support from adults’ is the relational life in school community which
refers to the pattern of supportive and caring adult relationships for students. This
includes the kind of expectations for students’ success, willingness to listen to students
and to get to know them as individuals with their personal concerns (Kim, 2014). Social
support from students’ also explains the relational life in the school community which
refers to patterns of supportive peer relationships for students such as: friendships for
socializing, friendship for problems and friendship for academic (Kim).
It is worth noting that good relationship with school staff strengthens students’
educational values. Students who have consistent relationships with school personnel
value the educational process and are often committed to the activities of the school
(Wetzel, 2004). Clearly, a positive teacher-student relationship strongly contributes to
student learning processes. Wentzel view the affective quality of teacher-student
relationships as the central and critical motivator of student adjustment.
In the same vein, when young people are surrounded by friends who are
academically oriented it increases their ability to attain success. A high level of respect
for students’ families, communities and culture is one of the most effective means to
tighten personal bonds among students, teachers and parents (Cammarota, Moll,
Gonzalez & Cannella, 2012). Teacher-students relationships should be understood in
terms of the general interpretations that teachers and students attach to their
interactions with each other.
Educational effectiveness research has shown that interpersonal relationships in
the classroom level provide more significant educational outcomes than those at the
school level (Cammarota et al., 2012). In view of the fact that students spent most of
their time in classrooms with teachers, it is logic to conclude that teachers serve as a
primary source of support for academic development in schools.
2.11 How teachers’ can establish interpersonal relationships in the school
Nieto (2005, p. 7) opines that ‚highly qualified teachers beyond acquiring subject matter
knowledge, teaching and management skills, must acquire the skills of forming relations of trust
with students‛, especially when these students are vastly different from them in terms of
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background and experiences. These types of trusting social relations may be established
in a variety of ways, but should include teachers to respect and show interest in their
students, connect their teaching to students’ live experiences and establish high
expectations to academic learning (Rosebery & Warren, 2008).
Other strategies that can be used to foster interpersonal relationships in school
may include: building relationships and engaging students. Teachers need to take time
to build relationships with students and other school personnel. In doing so,
opportunities for fun can be incorporated into daily activities in the classroom for the
purpose of making class instruction interesting. Further, teachers can engage their
colleagues in meaningful conversation to enhance activities that promote social
interaction in the school. Furthermore, teachers need to include students in goal-settings
and decision-making processes whenever feasible, and develop good communication
skills with students to avoid mistrust. Lastly, teachers need to engage students to
inform their parents or guardians about their work in the classroom. This can be done
through newsletters, family interviews, teacher-family conferences and through take
home assignments.
3. Conclusion
In conclusion, social psychology for positive school climate holds a significant promise
for promoting a lasting change in any educational settings especially at the basic
schools. It is worth noting that, once healthier classroom practices are in place, the
extension of that to the larger school community becomes easier. There is no doubt that
the school will become a better place for good academic outcomes when a positive
school climate is identified as an essential target for school improvement. The paper
recommends that heads of schools periodically should provide in-service training for
teachers on how to fuse social psychology principles to their-day-to-day activities in the
classroom.
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