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Abstract
The aim of this research was to study the dynamics of fourth graders’ perceived social
support for schoolwork and to examine how this support contributes to their study
engagement. Social support was hypothesised to be positively associated with higher
levels of study engagement. Moreover, social support from teachers and guardians was
hypothesised to be associated with social support for schoolwork among peers. Differ-
ences between genders were studied in relation to perceived social support and study
engagement. Structural equation modelling was used to test the hypotheses with cross-
sectional survey data from 2400 fourth grade students from Finland. They were 10 years
of age on average. The results indicate that social support from teachers and among peers
has stronger effects on study engagement compared to support from guardians. Moreover,
it was found that social support from teachers and guardians is associated with the social
support that students share among their peers. Girls were found to be more engaged in
studying and to experience more social support from teachers and among peers compared
to boys. The perceived social support from teachers was found to be partly determined by
the class group to which the student belongs. These results suggest that by providing
emotional and informational support for their students, teachers might be able to promote
students’ study engagement, as well as such peer interaction that further enhances the
students’ study engagement.

Keywords Social support . Study engagement . SEMmodelling . Gender differences

Introduction

Study engagement has been suggested to be a hallmark of an optimal school experience.
Besides success at school, finding schoolwork meaningful and inspiring also promotes
psychological and social well-being in other areas of life (e.g. Furrer and Skinner 2003;
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Gonida et al. 2009; Lewis et al. 2011; Li and Lerner 2011; Pietarinen et al. 2014; Reschly et al.
2008; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2014; Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014; Wang and
Fredricks 2013; You and Sharkey 2009). Prior research shows that up to 45% of Finnish sixth
graders suffer from cynical attitudes towards schoolwork (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016). This
implies that despite good learning outcomes, the study engagement of primary school students
cannot be taken for granted, even in Finland. However, prior research has focused mainly on
adolescents. Consequently, a better understanding of the determinants of study engagement at
primary school is needed in order to create school environments that enhance such experiences
at different stages of the school path.

A strong body of evidence shows that social support from teachers, peers, and guardians
contributes to study engagement (Estell and Perdue 2013; Havik and Westergård 2019; Kiefer
et al. 2015; Quin 2017; Roorda et al. 2011; Wang and Eccles 2012). However, our under-
standing of the Finnish primary school students’ social support system, and how it contributes
to study engagement, is insufficient.

This study aims to bridge the gap in the literature by exploring the dynamics of how social
support for schoolwork contributes to Finnish primary school students’ study engagement. In
this research, we present three newly developed scales for assessing social support for
schoolwork: social support from teachers, social support from guardians, and social support
among peers. They are developed to assess the sources, forms, and dynamics of social support
that have been found in previous literature to promote students’ study engagement. In line with
prior research, we presume that social support from different sources is associated with
increased levels of study engagement (Kiefer et al. 2015; Wang and Eccles 2012). In addition,
we presume that social support from teachers and guardians promotes students’ tendency to
share social support for schoolwork among peers (Farmer et al. 2011; Newton et al. 2014). In
addition, potential differences between boys and girls in perceived social support and per-
ceived study engagement will be examined.

Study engagement

Study engagement is characterised by positive and fulfilling study-related experiences (see the
seminal work by Schaufeli et al. 2002), including energy, dedication, and absorption in studies
(Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012; Schaufeli et al. 2002). Energy refers to high levels of
mental resilience and vigour while studying (e.g. Schaufeli et al. 2002; Salmela-Aro and
Upadyaya 2012). Dedication refers to perceiving schoolwork as meaningful and to a sense of
enthusiasm, pride, identification, and inspiration regarding studies (e.g. Salmela-Aro 2017;
Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014). Absorption refers to feelings of competence and
being fully concentrated on and happily engrossed in studying so that time passes quickly (e.g.
Schaufeli and Bakker 2004; cf. the concept of flow in Csikszentmihalyi 1990).

In the literature, there is also a broader definition of school engagement that includes
behavioural, cognitive, and emotional aspects (Appleton et al. 2006; Fredricks et al. 2004).
The concept of study engagement, as assessed in this research, describes students’ perceived
emotions and attitudes towards studying in detail (i.e. emotional and cognitive school engage-
ment), but it does not describe their observable behaviour at school (i.e. behavioural school
engagement) (Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012). However, it has been found that students
experiencing study engagement stay resilient while facing challenges and tend to invest effort
in studying (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014; Wang and Eccles 2012), which further
increases the odds of study success. This results in positive experiences related to studying (i.e.
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energy and absorption) that promote dedication, which further promotes behavioural engage-
ment in schoolwork (see Demerouti et al. 2001; Ouweneel et al. 2011; Pietarinen et al. 2014;
Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2014; Skinner et al. 2008). Therefore, in this study, we assess
perceived study engagement that describes the student’s own perception of the positive
experiences they have in terms of energy, dedication, and absorption in studies.

Gender differences have been detected between boys and girls in perceived study engage-
ment (Lam et al. 2012; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012; Wang and Eccles 2012). Girls
typically report higher levels of study engagement compared to boys (Lam et al. 2012;
Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012), particularly in terms of experiencing energy and dedication
(Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012), although there is individual variation in this regard (Li and
Lerner 2011). Boys are more prone to experience rapid decreases in engagement and to report
unstable engagement trajectories (Li and Lerner 2011). On the other hand, girls tend to report
higher levels of social support, school identification, and the subjective valuing of learning,
which contribute to study engagement (Lam et al. 2012; Wang and Eccles 2012). In sum, girls
tend to be better at adjusting to the study environment compared to boys (Lam et al. 2012; Liu
et al. 2016).

Study engagement is determined by multiple individual and contextual factors (Salmela-
Aro and Upadyaya 2014; Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro 2013). In particular, social interactions
within the school community are shown to play a central role in the development and
maintenance of students’ study engagement (Havik and Westergård 2019; Pietarinen et al.
2014; Roorda et al. 2011; Wang and Eccles 2012). In fact, there is tentative evidence
suggesting that study engagement can become epidemic and spread across the school com-
munity (Tuominen-Soini and Salmela-Aro 2014; see also Kindermann 2007; Kiuru et al.
2009), potentially resulting in differences between classes and schools in terms of perceived
study engagement.

Social support for schoolwork as a resource for study engagement

Social support is suggested to be one of the primary determinants of study engagement
(Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro 2013). It refers to the social resources perceived to be available
and used (see the seminal work of Cohen et al. 2000) by the students. The social support
system provided by the school consists of official and unofficial relationships within the school
community, including peers, teachers, and other professionals (e.g. House 1981; Malecki and
Demaray 2002; Tardy 1985).

At school, teachers and peers provide the primary sources of support for schoolwork
(Kiefer et al. 2015; Liu et al. 2016). The sources of support for studies are not limited to the
members of the school community; they are complemented by family and friends. For primary
school students, teachers, peers, and guardians typically provide the primary sources of support
for studying (Chen 2005; Estell and Perdue 2013; Malecki and Demaray 2002; Wang and
Eccles 2012; You and Sharkey 2009). Guardians are understood in this study as any adult at
the student’s home, including their parents. The different sources of social support are likely to
play slightly different but complementary functions in the development and maintenance of
students’ study engagement (Estell and Perdue 2013; Vollet 2017; Wang and Eccles 2012).

In order to engage in their studies successfully, students need different kinds of support (see
Camara et al. 2017; Demerouti et al. 2001; Väisänen et al. 2017). Three distinctive but
complementary forms of social support have been identified: informational, emotional, and
instrumental support (Pyhältö 2018; Väisänen et al. 2017; see also the seminal work of House
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1981). Informational support is characterised by information such as advice, feedback, affir-
mation, and problem-solving that enables a student to cope with study-related challenges,
while emotional support entails caring, trust, encouragement, acknowledgement, and a sense
of belonging to the school community (e.g. Malecki and Demaray 2003; Liu et al. 2016;
Wentzel et al. 2016). Instrumental support, on the other hand, refers to concrete forms of
support such as providing books, computers, school transportation, or other devices/resources
needed for studies (e.g. House 1981; Tardy 1985). Unlike in many other countries, in Finland,
instrumental support does not play such a major role in access to high-quality education
(Vettenranta et al. 2016), since there is no private school system and compulsory basic
education is publicly funded (Aho et al. 2006; Basic Education Act of 1998, 628 n.d.).

There is a body of evidence showing that social support from teachers contributes to
students’ study engagement (Hughes et al. 2008; Kiefer et al. 2015; Košir and Tement
2014; Skinner et al. 2008). For instance, a teacher–student relationship characterised by
warmth and acceptance, or in other words, emotional support, is related to increased levels
of study engagement, including the joy of learning and further academic success (Quin 2017;
Roorda et al. 2011; Ulmanen et al. 2014, 2016b; Wu et al. 2010). In addition, explicit
information from teachers about the educational expectations and ways of effectively achiev-
ing these outcomes (i.e. informational support such as constructive feedback) is related to
elevated levels of study engagement (Havik and Westergård 2019; Jang et al. 2010).

Social support from guardians also contributes to study engagement and further school
achievement (Estell and Perdue 2013; Hopson et al. 2014; Wang and Eccles 2012; Wentzel
et al. 2016; You and Sharkey 2009). For example, guardians’ positive attitudes and interest
regarding schoolwork are shown to enhance the value that students place on school achieve-
ment (Cheung and Pomerantz 2015; Lukin 2013; Gonida et al. 2007, 2009).

The results on the effects of peer support on perceived study engagement are less consistent
(e.g. Kiefer et al. 2015; Kindermann 2007; Skinner et al. 2008; Wang and Eccles 2012). While
numerous studies have reported a positive association between emotional support from peers
and study engagement (Estell and Perdue 2013; Kiefer et al. 2015; Urdan and Schoenfelder
2006; Wentzel et al. 2017), other studies have found a negative relation between peer support
and study engagement (Liu et al. 2016; Ulmanen et al. 2014, 2016b). The peer group’s
attitudes towards schoolwork have been suggested to mediate the relation between peer
support and study engagement (Wang and Eccles 2012).

Moreover, the support dynamics (i.e. whether the support is received, given, or reciprocal)
and the roles of the receiver and the giver are important determinants of the support experi-
ence, as well as the related outcomes (Cohen and Syme 1985; Feeney and Collins 2015;
Pyhältö 2018). Students typically receive social support from their teachers and guardians for
schoolwork (Chen 2005; Estell and Perdue 2013; Malecki and Demaray 2003), but support
dynamics among peers can be more diverse. Students can both receive and give peer support
or engage in reciprocal support (Feeney and Collins 2015).

In addition to promoting study engagement directly, we presume that social support for
schoolwork from teachers and guardians provides resources for the social support for school-
work that students share with each other. Social support from guardians promotes students’
positive attitudes towards schoolwork and, further, their willingness to share support for
schoolwork with each other (Cheung and Pomerantz 2015; Gonida et al. 2007; Newton
et al. 2014). Teachers, on the other hand, play a significant role in orchestrating peer
interaction within the classroom by providing and regulating opportunities for peer support
(Farmer et al. 2011; Luckner and Pianta 2011; Ryan et al. 2001; Soini et al. 2016; Urdan and
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Schoenfelder 2006). Moreover, students who feel that they are cared for and valued by
teachers are more willing to provide help and assistance to others (Buyse et al. 2009;
Hopson et al. 2014; Hughes and Chen 2011; Ulmanen et al. 2016a; Wentzel et al. 2012, 2018).

Some gender differences in terms of sources of support have been detected. For instance,
girls have been found to experience more social support from teachers (Demaray and Malecki
2002; Lam et al. 2012) and to share more social support in the peer group compared to boys
(Camara et al. 2017; Rueger et al. 2010; Wentzel et al. 2017). At the same time, differences in
experiences of social support from guardians appear to be small (Demaray and Malecki 2002).

Finnish primary school context

It has been found that already at primary school, 45% of Finnish sixth graders have cynical
attitudes towards schoolwork (Salmela-Aro et al. 2016). Thus, it is essential to identify the
factors that can promote students’ study engagement in the Finnish primary school context.
The previous literature on social support as a resource for primary school students’ study
engagement is insufficient. In Finland, children begin school at the age of seven. The
nine years of compulsory comprehensive education consists of the primary (grades 1–6) and
lower-secondary grades (grades 7–9), with the first six grades typically being taught by class
teachers (master’s degree graduates who majored in educational sciences/educational psychol-
ogy) and the latter grades being taught by subject teachers (master’s degree graduates who
majored in one or two subjects). During primary school, students have a class teacher who
teaches most of the subjects and stays with the same class group for several years. Hence, the
class teacher has a strong influence on the students’ social environment in primary school.
There are no vocational or academic tracks. The National Curriculum is relatively abstract,
providing only the general goals of education. Teachers are trusted to be able to choose the
appropriate pedagogical methods to implement the curriculum. Schools and teachers are
therefore relatively independent in their work. The differences between schools in terms of
students’ academic performance and well-being are relatively small in Finland (Vettenranta
et al. 2016; Halme et al. 2018). However, differences between students from high and low
socio-economic background have grown in recent years (OECD 2019; Vettenranta et al.
2016), emphasising the need for further research on factors affecting students’ study engage-
ment in Finland.

Aims and hypotheses

This study aims to improve understanding of Finnish primary school students’ perceived
study engagement and the interrelations between social support for studying from
teachers and guardians, and among peers. We study the dynamics between teacher,
guardian, and peer support, as well as the way in which they contribute to study
engagement (see Fig. 1). Moreover, the differences between boys and girls in experi-
ences of social support for schoolwork and study engagement are analysed. The follow-
ing hypotheses were tested:

Hypothesis 1: Social support for studying from different sources, including teachers, guard-
ians, and peers, is associated with increased levels of study engagement, with
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each of them playing a distinctive role (Estell and Perdue 2013; Kiefer et al.
2015; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2014; Wang and Eccles 2012).

Hypothesis 2: Social support from teachers and guardians is associated with social support
for studying among peers, which further enhances students’ study engage-
ment (Cheung and Pomerantz 2015; Luckner and Pianta 2011; Newton et al.
2014; Wentzel et al. 2018).

Hypothesis 3: There are gender differences in perceived social support for studying and
study engagement: girls perceive the support more positively compared to
boys, and comparatively they experience more study engagement (Demaray
and Malecki 2002; Lam et al. 2012; Liu et al. 2016; Rueger et al. 2010;
Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012; Wang and Eccles 2012).

Method

Participants and data collection

The data for this study were collected as a part of a larger national research project (2013–
2019) by means of clustered hierarchical sampling (Snijders and Bosker 2012). Altogether,
2401 fourth graders (49.1% girls) from 149 class groups at 63 comprehensive schools around
Finland participated in the study. In Finland, fourth graders are 10 years of age on average. The
total response rate was 89.52%. The schools varied in terms of both neighbourhood SES
(presenting both high and low SES areas) and size, ranging from 50 students to over 1000
students. There were schools from rural areas as well as from urban areas. The class group size
varied from 5 students to 33 students. In addition, students with and without learning
difficulties, as well as students with and without an immigrant background, participated in
the study.

The data were collected in the autumn of 2017 during field work. The members of the
research group introduced the students to the study, instructed them on how to fill the

Fig. 1 Hypothesised model of interrelations between study engagement, gender, and social support for school-
work from teachers and guardians, and among peers
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questionnaire, and personally collected the written questionnaires from the students. Before
conducting the study, guardians gave informed consent for their children to participate in the
study. The students were informed that participating in the research was voluntary, that it was
not a school assignment, and that their teachers or parents would not see an individual
student’s answers.

Instruments

Social support for schoolwork was assessed using three scales newly developed by the
research group: social support from teachers (11 items), social support among peers (10
items), and social support from guardians (7 items) (Appendix, Table 3). The scales draw on
the social support model (see the seminal work on social support by House 1981 and Pyhältö
2018; Tardy 1985). They are developed to assess the sources, forms, and dynamics of social
support that have been found in previous literature to promote students’ study engagement.
The scales support from teachers and support among peers were constructed based on the
research group’s previous research (Ulmanen et al. 2014, 2016a, b; Väisänen et al. 2017; see
also Pietarinen et al. 2014), and the scale support from guardians is based on Lukin (2013).
Perceived social support from the three sources is assessed separately, considering the differing
roles the sources have in relation to students’ study engagement.

From teachers, the scale assesses perceived general emotional support (i.e. respect, empa-
thy, and care), as well as problem-focused informational support that helps in achieving
learning goals. Among peers, the scale assesses giving as well as receiving social support that
is aimed at supporting schoolwork and learning, not general social support (see House 1981;
Wentzel et al. 2018). From guardians, the scale assesses the student’s perception of their
guardian’s involvement in and expressed valuing of the student’s schoolwork. Guardians are
understood in this study as any adult at the student’s home, including their parents. Teacher
and peer support were measured using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = I totally disagree, 7 = I
totally agree), and the guardian’s support was measured using a 5-point scale assessing
frequency (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = quite often, 5 = very often).

The scales were tested and further developed based on a two-phase pilot study. First, six
students from grades 4 to 8 were asked to answer the survey and freely comment on the items.
Some changes were made to the items based on discussions with the students. Second, the
scales were statistically studied for a sample of 93 fourth graders. The three scales of social
support for schoolwork were identified with principal axis factoring (PFA) and exploratory
factor analysis (EFA) using multiple different rotation options. Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities
were also studied. One itemwas removed from the scales based on the second phase of the pilot.

In this study, the measurement models of the three social support scales were examined
with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Confirmatory factor analysis supported the
hypothesised factor structure in which each of the scales consists of one latent factor, providing
support for H1. The measurement model of social support from teachers fits the data well after
one residual covariance was added to the model. The model fit is as follows: χ2(43, N =
2334) = 292.415, p = 0.0000, RMSEA= 0.050 (90% CI 0.045–0.055), CFI = 0.974, TLI =
0.967, SRMR= 0.022, NFI = 0.970. The statistically significant p value of the chi-square test
is due to the large sample size in this study. The measurement model of social support among
peers fit the data well after two residual covariances were added to the model. The model fit is
as follows: χ2(33, N = 2365) = 329.156, p = 0.0000, RMSEA= 0.062 (90% CI 0.056–0.068),
CFI = 0.954, TLI = 0.937, SRMR= 0.035, NFI = 0.949. The measurement model of social
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support from guardians fits the data well: χ2(14, N = 2344) = 87.484, p = 0.0000, RMSEA=
0.047 (90% CI 0.038–0.057), CFI = 0.973, TLI = 0.959, SRMR= 0.025, NFI = 0.968. The
standardised item loadings ranged from 0.85 to 0.66 on the scale of social support from
teachers, from 0.84 to 0.62 on the scale of social support among peers, and from 0.69 to 0.56
on the scale of social support from guardians. Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities were sufficient
(0.827–0.940) within each scale (see Appendix, Table 3).

Study engagement was measured using the Study Engagement Scale (total 9 items),
measuring three complementary aspects of perceived study engagement: energy, dedication,
and absorption in studying (Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012; Schaufeli et al. 2002). Consis-
tent with previous studies of younger students, our CFA analyses supported the use of the one
general factor structure instead of the three-factor structure (see also Salmela-Aro and
Upadyaya 2012; cf. Kulikowski 2017). The model fit is as follows: χ2(27, N = 2318) =
167.392, p = 0.0000, RMSEA = 0.047 (90% CI 0.041–0.054), CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.976,
SRMR= 0.020, NFI = 0.979. Study engagement was measured using a 7-point Likert scale
(1 = I totally disagree, 7 = I totally agree).

Data analyses

Due to the three-level nested data—individuals, individuals within classes, and classes within
schools—the intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) and design effect (Deff) were examined
using classes and schools as clustering variables in order to see if there was a clustering effect in
the data. ICC describes the proportion of variance on the between level, and the design effect
approximates the effect of the clustered design by weighting the variance proportions with the
average cluster size (see e.g. Snijders and Bosker 2012). Previous research indicates that ICCs
over 0.05 indicate a clustering effect in the data (Muthén and Satorra 1995; Peugh 2010).

Students’ experiences of social support and study engagement varied across class groups.
The ICCs (see Table 1) varied between 0.017 and 0.065 at the school level and between 0.032
and 0.100 at the class level (p < 0.05). The highest ICC at the class level was in social support
from teachers. The class-level design effects varied between 1.37 and 2.47. In Deff, values
over 2 indicate a clustering effect in the data. The ICCs and Deff implied that there is a
clustering effect in the data, which was accounted for using complex analyses.

First, the measurement models of the social support scales, as well as the study engagement
scale, were tested using CFA. Then structural equation modelling (SEM) was used to test the
hypothesised path model and the indirect effects (Fig. 1) with the latent variables of social
support from teachers, from guardians, and among peers, and study engagement. Gender was
included as an observed dichotomous variable. Bootstrapping was used to estimate the
confidence intervals for the indirect effects. Analyses were conducted using Mplus 8.0
software (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2017). The amount of missing data in the observed
variables typically varied between 3% and 6%, except for 11–17% for two items, and it was
assumed to be missing at random (MAR). Little’s test of Missing Completely at Random
(MCAR) was significant, χ214947.118, DF = 12678, p = 0.00, indicating that the data was not
missing completely at random. Missing data was accounted for using full information max-
imum likelihood (FIML). Maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors and chi-
square statistics was used to analyse the data that had slight deviations from (multivariate)
normality (MLR estimator; Muthén and Muthén 1998–2017). The descriptive statistics and
alphas of the scales were analysed using SPSS.
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The measurement models’ and SEM model’s (see Fig. 1) model fit was evaluated using the
following criteria for the goodness-of-fit indices: the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) below 0.06, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI)
over 0.90, the standardised root mean squared residual (SRMR) below 0.05, and the normed fit
index (NFI) over 0.90 (Byrne 2012; Hooper et al. 2008; Hu and Bentler 1999). The chi-square
test (χ2) is known for its sensitivity to large sample sizes, and therefore the current study
evaluated model fit based on the other fit indices.

Results

The descriptive statistics of the scales are presented in Table 1. The differing range of the
guardian support scale needs to be considered when evaluating the level of the mean score. In
general, the fourth graders reported quite high levels of support from teachers (M = 5.37, scale
range 1–7), among peers (M = 5.60, scale range 1–7), and from guardians (M = 4.02, scale
range 1–5). However, the students’ level of perceived study engagement was not as high (M =
4.51, scale range 1–7). The correlations between the scales were positive as expected and
statistically significant. The correlation between social support from teachers and among peers
(r = 0.67) was stronger than both the correlation between support from teachers and support
from guardians (r = 0.41, p = 0.001, z-score = 15.65) and the correlation between support
among peers and from guardians (r = 0.44, p = 0.001, z-score = 13.69) (Lee and Preacher
2013). In addition, study engagement correlated more strongly with social support from
teachers (r = 0.59, p = 0.001, z-score = − 13.36) and among peers (r = 0.61, p = 0.001, z-
score = − 14.53) than with social support from guardians (r = 0.39).

The ICC values (see Table 1) indicate that the data had a clustering effect in social support
from teachers: 10% of the variance in social support from teachers was determined by the class
group to which the student belonged (ICC = 0.10). However, in social support among peers
(ICC = 0.050) and study engagement (ICC = 0.047), the class-level indicators explain only 5%
of the variation. Hence, the individual-level indicators explain 95% of the variation in peer
support and study engagement. In social support from guardians (ICC = 0.032), the data did
not have a clustering effect. On the school level, the data had small clustering effect (ICC =
0.065), and the data did not have a clustering effect in the other variables.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the scales

Intercorrelations M SD Range ICC
class
group

ICC
school

Cohen’s d
(gender
differences)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

(1) Study
engagement

– 4.51 1.41 1.00–7.00 0.047 0.039 0.332a

(2) Social support
among peers

0.61** – 5.60 1.12 1.00–7.00 0.050 0.031 0.425 a

(3) Social support
from teachers

0.59** 0.67** – 5.37 1.22 1.00–7.00 0.100 0.065 0.279 a

(4) Social support
from guardians

0.39** 0.44** 0.41** – 4.02 0.77 1.00–5.00 0.032 0.017 0.168 a

**p < 0.01
a t test, significant gender difference (p < 0.001)
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Further analyses showed statistically significant gender differences in social support and
study engagement (see Table 1), confirming H3. Due to the large sample size, the effect sizes
of the gender differences were studied using Cohen’s d in addition to the t test p values, to
further examine the significance of the results (see Table 1). The Cohen’s d results suggested
that girls experience more study engagement compared to boys. In addition, girls experienced
more school-related social support with their peers and perceived more social support from
teachers. However, the gender effect in social support from guardians was quite small.

In addition to the measurement models, the path model of the interrelations between the
latent variables was tested in the SEM model. The tested theoretical SEM model fit the data
well after two residual covariances were added to the model. The model fit is as follows:
χ2(655, N = 2345) = 2546.027, p = 0.0000, RMSEA= 0.035 (90% CI 0.034–0.037), CFI =
0.945, TLI = 0.941, SRMR= 0.038, NFI = 0.927 (see Fig. 2). The statistically significant p
value of the chi-square test is due to the large sample size of this study. All the other indicators
present a good or acceptable model fit (Hooper et al. 2008).

The tested model supported H1 by showing that social support for studying from teachers
(0.30) and guardians (0.10) and among peers (0.40) is associated with study engagement, and
the effects differ depending on the source of the support. Social support from teachers and
among peers seems to have a stronger effect on study engagement compared to social support
from guardians. Moreover, social support for schoolwork significantly explained students’
perceived study engagement (R2 = 0.50).

The model also supported H2: social support from teachers (0.61) and guardians (0.20) was
associated with social support among peers. Especially social support from teachers appeared
to have an effect on the students’ peer support for studying. Furthermore, the teachers’ and
guardians’ support explained the perceived peer support significantly (R2 = 0.57).

Besides having a direct effect on study engagement, social support from teachers also had a
statistically significant indirect effect (estimate (E =) 0.24, p < 0.001) that was mediated by

Fig. 2 Structural equation model of the relations between the latent variables of social support from teachers,
social support from guardians, social support among peers, and study engagement. (Note: standardised model, all
parameters are statistically significant at p < 0.001)
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social support among peers (see Table 2). Hence, the total effect of social support from
teachers on study engagement was 0.54. Similarly, social support from guardians had a
statistically significant indirect effect (0.08, p < 0.001) on study engagement, which is medi-
ated by social support among peers. Hence, the total effect of social support from guardians on
study engagement was 0.18.

Gender was also included in the SEM analyses as a dichotomous variable. The results
showed that girls experienced higher levels of social support from teachers and shared more
peer support. However, the differences were quite small in perceived social support from
guardians. In this model, the direct effect of gender on study engagement was not statistically
significant. However, gender had multiple indirect effects on study engagement (see Table 2),
which were mediated by social support from teachers, from guardians, and among peers. The
total indirect effect (E = − 0.14, p < 0.001) shows that girls also experience higher levels of
study engagement compared to boys. Accordingly, H3 was confirmed.

Discussion

Consistent with previous studies, our results show that social support from teachers, from
guardians, and among peers forms an important resource for fourth graders’ study engagement
(Chen 2005; Estell and Perdue 2013; Kiefer et al. 2015; Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro 2013).
Further, the social support that is perceived to be available and utilised in the classroom (i.e.
teacher support and peer support) appears to be essential for promoting study engagement (see
Havik and Westergård 2019; Hughes et al. 2008; Roorda et al. 2011; Ryan and Patrick 2001).
Study engagement is primarily realised and constructed in the classroom (see Cook et al. 2002;
Cohen et al. 2000). Accordingly, experiencing support in the class community has a strong
effect on the emotions and attitudes students have regarding studying. Thus, the quality of the
interaction in the class community is likely to play a dominant role in experiences of
engagement.

Table 2 Standardised indirect estimates, confidence intervals, standard errors, and p values

Effect Lower 2.5% Upper 2.5% SE p

Effects of social support from teachers on study engagement
Total 0.54 0.49 0.59 0.03 0.00
Direct 0.30 0.23 0.37 0.04 0.00
Indirect (through support among peers) 0.24 0.19 0.28 0.02 0.00

Effects of social support from guardians on study engagement
Total 0.18 0.13 0.23 0.03 0.00
Direct 0.10 0.06 0.16 0.03 0.00
Indirect (through support among peers) 0.08 0.06 0.10 0.01 0.00

Effects of gender on study engagement
Total − 0.18 − 0.22 − 0.13 0.02 0.00
Direct − 0.04 − 0.07 0.00 0.02 0.07
Total indirect − 0.14 − 0.17 − 0.10 0.02 0.00
Indirect (through support from teachers) − 0.04 − 0.06 − 0.03 0.01 0.00
Indirect (through support among peers) − 0.05 − 0.06 − 0.03 0.01 0.00
Indirect (through support from guardians) − 0.01 − 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.01
Indirect (through support from teachers and among peers) − 0.03 − 0.05 − 0.02 0.01 0.00
Indirect (through support from guardians and among peers) − 0.01 − 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00
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Social support from guardians also played a role in students’ engaging study experiences, though
the support from teachers and peers had a stronger effect. Interestingly, both teacher and guardian
support were positively associated with students’ peer support. Again, support from the teacher had
a stronger effect on peer support compared to guardian support. We assessed social support from
guardians in the form of involvement. This might partly explain the weaker effect on study
engagement. It should be further studied whether those students who are already highly engaged
in studying need their guardians to intervene to the same extent as students who havemore difficulty
with studying. Guardians might respond to their children’s needs, and thus they might be more
involved if a student has difficulty with studying.

Previously contradictory results have been reported on the effect of peer support on study
engagement (Kiefer et al. 2015; Liu et al. 2016; Ulmanen et al. 2014). In this study, a strong
positive interrelation was found between peer support and study engagement. The result might be
partly explained by the nature of the peer support detected (see House 1981; Wentzel et al. 2018).
The peer support entailed the student’s willingness and ability to give and find social support for
schoolwork in a peer group, communicating a positive attitude towards schoolwork. Moreover, the
interrelation is likely to be reciprocal: engaged students might be more eager to provide and ask for
help in schoolwork, which in turn promotes their study engagement (see Bakker 2011; Ouweneel
et al. 2011). The reciprocal relation between social support for schoolwork among peers and study
engagement should be further studied with longitudinal data.

Social support from teachers not only directly enhanced study engagement but was also
positively associated with peer support for schoolwork. In this study, the measure of teacher
support was perceived general emotional and informational support for studying, such as
respect, relatedness, and care, combined with problem-focused guidance that aids in achieving
learning goals. This kind of emotional and informational social support from teachers has been
shown to facilitate students’ ability and willingness to share support among peers in the class
community (Buyse et al. 2009; Farmer et al. 2011; Hughes and Chen 2011; Luckner and
Pianta 2011; Ryan et al. 2001; Ryan and Patrick 2001; Ulmanen et al. 2016a; Wentzel et al.
2012, 2018). It should be studied further whether the relation between teacher support and peer
support is mediated by a positive and learning-oriented atmosphere and norms in the class-
room (Hopson et al. 2014; Luckner and Pianta 2011; Ryan et al. 2001; Ryan and Patrick
2001), which allows the students to express positive attitudes and emotions towards school-
work (Farmer et al. 2011; Kindermann 2007; Ryan et al. 2001). Moreover, our results indicate
that the classes differed in perceived support from the teacher.

However, the factors affecting teachers’ abilities toprovide emotional support to studentswerenot
examined. It is possible that due to the reciprocal nature of social support, the students’ characteristics
also influence teachers’ tendency to provide emotional support for them (Hughes and Chen 2011).
Moreover, the teachers’ working conditions—for example, social support from colleagues and
general workload—and a teacher’s work experience or social competence might have an impact on
the social support that teachers provide to their students. These factors should be studied further.

Finally, in line with previous studies, girls were found to share more social support in the peer
group and to experience more social support from teachers compared to boys (see Camara et al.
2017; Demaray andMalecki 2002; Rueger et al. 2010;Wentzel et al. 2017). Boys also experience
lower levels of study engagement (see Lam et al. 2012; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012). This
implies that girls are better adjusted to the school environment and/or that the learning environ-
ment suits them better. Even though Finnish schools are relatively equal in other domains, gender
differences have been found to be quite large (Leino et al. 2019; Rautopuro and Juuti 2018;
Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya 2012; Vettenranta et al. 2016; cf. Halme et al. 2018).
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Methodological limitations

This cross-sectional study aimed to explore the relationship between study engagement and
social support for schoolwork from teachers, from guardians, and among peers. These relations
need to be studied further with a longitudinal design in order to study the causal relations,
which cannot be interpreted based on cross-sectional data. The study also introduced new
scales for measuring social support for schoolwork from teachers and guardians, and among
peers. The validity and reliability of the scales were good, and the sample size was large.
However, further construct validation of the social support for schoolwork scale needs to be
done in different environments and with different age groups. This study was based solely on
the students’ self-reports, which might be influenced by the respondents’ abilities to identify
and utilise the available social support for schoolwork. However, prior research has shown that
it is essential for the student to perceive the support in order for it to have an effect on their
experienced study engagement (Estell and Perdue 2013; Havik and Westergård 2019; Kiefer
et al. 2015; Skinner et al. 2008; see also seminal work of House 1981).

Conclusion

This study provides new evidence on the dynamics of the social support perceived by primary
school students, and how the support is related to study engagement. Support for schoolwork
from teachers and among peers, in particular, contributed to the students’ study engagement.
Moreover, emotional and instrumental support from teachers enhanced the students’ peer
support for schoolwork and thus further enhanced study engagement. Hence, emotional and
instrumental support from teachers plays a central role in constructing a socially supportive
learning environment that promotes study engagement in primary schools. Furthermore, social
support from guardians plays a role in the students’ engaging study experience, although
support from teachers and peers would appear to have a stronger effect. The factors that affect
primary school teachers’ abilities to provide emotional support for their students should be
studied further, and teachers should be supported in their work accordingly.
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Appendix

Table 3 Reliability analyses and scale items (translated from Finnish)

Scale α Items Range

Social support
among peers

0.916 I want to help others in their studies.
My classmates’ encouragement inspires me in my studies.

1.00–7.00

I want my friends to do well in school.
I have the courage to ask others for help with my studies.
I have the courage to offer my friends help with their studies.

1 = I totally
disagree

I feel it is easy for others to ask me for help.
I am sure that my classmates think of me as helpful.
I support my friends in their studies.
I know when my friends need help with their studies.

7 = I totally
agree

Social support
from teachers

0.940 My teachers give me encouragement and support.
Problems are addressed in a constructive manner at my school.
I am treated with respect.
I often receive constructive feedback from teachers.
I am treated equally.
I can openly discuss problems related to my studies with teachers.
I feel that my teachers appreciate the work I have done for my

studies.
The teachers are interested in my opinions.
I feel that my teachers care about me.
I often receive encouraging feedback from my teachers.
The teachers listen to the students at my school.

1.00–7.00

Social support
from guardians

0.827 How often has an adult at home... wanted to see what kind of
homework you have?

1.00–5.00

How often has an adult at home... asked what you have been
recently taught?

How often has an adult at home... asked how you are doing in your
studies?

How often has an adult at home... asked if you need help with your
homework or in preparing for an exam?

How often has an adult at home... told you that school is important?
How often has an adult at home... asked you if you are satisfied with

your studying?
How often has an adult at home... praised you for doing well in your

studies?

1 = never
2 = rarely
3 = sometimes
4 = quite often
5 = very often

Study engagement 0.927 When I study, I feel like I am bursting with energy.
I find my studies to be full of meaning and purpose.
Time flies when I’m studying.
When studying, I feel strong and vigorous.
I am enthusiastic about my studies.
When I am studying, I forget everything else around me.
My studies inspire me.
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to class.
I can get carried away by my studies.

1.00–7.00
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