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The VIP Partnership Programme in Norwegian Schools: An
Assessment of Intervention Effects
Astrid Hoås Morin

Department of Education and Lifelong learning, Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Trondheim,
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ABSTRACT
This study used a quasi-experimental design to evaluate the efficacy of the
universal, school-based VIP-Makkerskap [VIP Partnership] programme.
1101 students in a test group and 734 students in a control group
completed questionnaires one week (t1), ten weeks (t2), and six months
(t3) after programme implementation. A one-way ANCOVA showed that
at t2 and t3, students in the test group reported significantly higher
social classroom environment scores than the control group, but the
effect sizes were small (d = .10 and .09, respectively). Further analyses
showed that five of the ten test schools accounted for the increase in
the outcome variable from t1-t2. In these schools, a greater proportion
of teachers had used the programme since its beginning in 2015,
compared to the schools that did not report an increase. The results
suggest that teachers’ experience in using VIP Partnership is a key
component of the programme’s effectiveness.
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Introduction

Mental health promotion and preventive work directed at children and youth has been the subject of
increasing attention among educators, researchers and politicians in Norway and other countries.
School has been highlighted as important in this regard because it is an arena where most young
people spend a considerable amount of time. This makes it an ideal setting for reaching youth
with efforts and initiatives. Researchers have emphasized the importance of a good psychosocial
classroom environment for students’mental health, wellbeing and learning (e.g., Afari, 2013; Daniel-
sen et al., 2009; Gådin & Hammarström, 2003; Larsen et al., 2019). This has contributed to the foun-
dation and implementation of a variety of school-based programmes, strategies and interventions
targeting the psychosocial dimension of the school environment.

The psychosocial classroom environment refers to the interpersonal conditions at school, the
social environment and students and teachers’ experiences of these (Norwegian Ministry of Edu-
cation and Research, 2003). Students’ relationships with peers are central part of the psychosocial
environment in school, and there is general agreement among researchers that positive peer relation-
ships are vital to adolescents’ academic and non-academic functioning. For instance, acceptance by
peers has been found to reinforce adolescents’ wellbeing (Berndt & Keefe, 1995; Keefe & Berndt,
1996), learning and achievement (Cook et al., 2007; Liem & Martin, 2011). Peer rejection has on
the other hand been linked with lower grades (Wentzel, 1991; Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997), truancy,
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school dropout (Kupersmidt et al., 1990; Parker & Asher, 1987), reduced social functioning (La
Greca & Lopez, 1998), depressive symptoms, and feelings of anxiety (La Greca & Harrison, 2005;
Platt et al., 2013).

The importance of a good psychosocial classroom environment has also been emphasized in the
transition from lower to upper secondary school (Strand, 2019). For most students in Norway, this
transition involves changing schools, where they encounter a new social environment. Previous
studies have indicated that the move from one school level to another can interfere with established
peer relations (Parker et al., 2015), and that some students after such a transition find it difficult to
integrate socially in the class (Scott et al., 1995).

One school-based, health-promoting and preventive programme targeting the psychosocial
environment in school, is VIP [Guidance and Information on Mental Health in School] Partnership.
VIP Partnership was designed to result in an inclusive classroom in which fewer students feel left out
when starting upper secondary school (VIP School Programme [VSP], 2017b). Principally, the pro-
gramme is about how schools and teachers facilitate social relationships between students by assign-
ing them into partnerships and partner groups from the first day of upper secondary school. VIP
Partnership was developed by the VIP School Programme (VSP), a unit owned by Vestre Viken Hos-
pital Trust, and it is financed by the Norwegian Directorate of Health as part of the subsidy scheme
“Mental Health in School” (Norwegian Directorate of Health, 2018). Because VIP Partnership is
publicly financed, participation is free of charge for schools.

Since VIP Partnership started in 2015 and until the school year 2018/2019, 116 schools have used
the programme on a national basis. This number accounts for over one fourth of Norway’s 415 upper
secondary schools and encompasses approximately 19,000 students. The extent of the programme
highlights the importance of examining whether it has an effect. The present study therefore sought
to examine if participation in VIP Partnership could improve students’ perceptions of the social
environment at school. Specifically, the following research question is addressed in this article: Do
students who participate in VIP Partnership have a more positive perception of the social classroom
environment a) 10 weeks (t2) and b) six months (t3) into the school year, compared to non-participat-
ing students?

Categories of Health-Preventive Initiatives

The literature on mental health-preventive work commonly distinguishes between three types of
initiatives. These are indicated, selective and universal prevention (Major et al., 2011). The first
two are directed toward individuals (indicated) or groups (selective) with known and increased
risk of developing health problems. Examples may be providing follow-up of children who have
parents with severe mental disorders (indicated) or implementing bullying programmes in schools
with a high incidence of bullying (selective). Universal programmes are in turn aimed at entire popu-
lation groups without an elevated risk for developing problems (Major et al., 2011). For instance, if
bullying programmes are implemented in schools regardless of whether bullying is identified as a
problem, the initiative will be defined as universal.

VIP Partnership – Background and Implementation

VIP Partnership falls into the category of universal prevention, as it targets entire groups (schools
and classes) of first year upper secondary school students in Norway. The programme was initiated
by a group of VSP employees affiliated with mental health work in school. The establishment of the
programme is described by VSP (2015, 2016) as a response to schools’ reports of psychosocial chal-
lenges, such as social exlusion, loneliness, and students’ social vulnerability in the transition from
lower to upper secondary school. VSP (2015, 2016) emphasizes that the programme’s methodologi-
cal approach corresponds with factors that previous research has indicated may influence the school
learning environment.
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First, they draw attention to research concerning the associations between a good classroomman-
agement and a good learning environment (e.g., Ogden, 2009; Olsen & Traavik, 2010). Next, they
refer to literature addressing the importance of a planned and organized school start that goes
beyond a purely academic focus (e.g., Ogden, 2009). Finally, they point to research emphasizing
that students who have their social needs satisfied will be better able to focus on school learning
activities (e.g., Bru et al., 2016).

VIP Partnership is initiated on the students’ first day of upper secondary school. Prior to
implementation, VSP staff provide a four-hour training seminar for one or more members of the
participating school staff (e.g., school nurse, principal, or educational-psychological services staff).
The latter are then responsible for training other teachers at the school in how to implement and
use the programme. As part of this training, all contact teachers receive an information guide con-
taining various tasks and exercises that they can use in the class, with the purpose of building a posi-
tive class environment and forming good student partnerships (VSP, 2017a).

Implementation of the programme is done by the contact teachers, who from the first day of
school divide the class into two or three-person partnerships. These in turn constitute a four or
five-person partner group. The teacher information guide emphasizes that the partnerships should
primarily be assembled randomly, but that the partners should preferably not come from the same
lower secondary school. The teachers also prepare name tags on the students’ desks indicating where
they should sit. Students furthermore receive a three-page booklet containing information about the
programme and a partner group phone list (VSP, 2017c).

The partnerships and groups form the basis for academic and social-pedagogical work in the
class, and students in the partnerships have specific responsibilities in relation to each other.
These include sitting next to one another in all common core subjects, working together in class,
greeting one another, paying attention to whether the partner thrives, letting each other know if
they are sick or absent from class, and taking notes for the partner if they are not present in class.
Students in the partner groups also write a group contract with points that they believe are important
to achieve good collaboration in the group. In addition, all students in the class conduct and take part
in various tasks and “ice-breaker” exercises, related to being a good classmate (VSP, 2016, 2017b).
The programme runs over a period of nine weeks, with a change of partnerships and groups
every third week. VSP (2017b) emphasizes that VIP Partnership is not about forcing on friendships
among the students, but about forming collegial communities.

Through the elements described above, VSP (2017b) promotes that “the programme will help
ensure: a smoother transition from a secondary to an upper secondary school, that the students
get acquainted with more of their classmates, a more intimate and [secure] classroom environment
at an early stage, an increase in the students’ social competence”, and “good work relations that will
increase the educational drive” (VSP, 2017b). Taken together, the rationale behind VIP Partnership
is that specific efforts directed at classroom management, including clear rules and structure, will
help promote social participation among students, and in the longer run prevent mental health pro-
blems and promote a good mental health (VSP, 2015, 2016, 2017b). However, before examining
whether participation in VIP Partnership can contribute to improved mental health, it is vital to
investigate if it can help increase social participation in the class and improve the social classroom
environment. That is the topic of the present study.

Research on School Interventions and Programmes

In Norway and internationally, there is a corpus of literature on school-based interventions and pro-
grammes directed at improving the psychosocial environment. These interventions vary greatly in
terms of participants’ age, target groups, intervention types, and duration. Many seem to be designed
to reduce the prevalence of bullying and victimization (e.g., Farrington & Ttofi, 2009; Smith et al.,
2004), or to reduce problem behaviours (e.g., Sørlie & Ogden, 2015) or mental health problems
among children and adolescents (e.g., La Greca et al., 2016; Neil & Christensen, 2009; Skotheim
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et al., 2014). Several studies have also investigated the effectiveness of school-based universal social
and emotional (SEL) programmes. In these, the effects for the most part seem to be measured as
enhancement of students’ attitudes, skills, behaviours, emotional distress, self-image, or academic
performances (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012). Although the research findings are not
unanimous, the literature seems to report a predominantly positive effect from the majority of
these interventions and programmes. Common to many interventions that have proven to be effec-
tive, is that the teachers, through their support, dedication and commitment, are promoted as pri-
mary resources for successful implementation (e.g., Han & Weiss, 2005; Kam et al., 2003). There is
however sparse research on how efforts aimed directly at social relations in the classroom may influ-
ence on students’ perceptions of the classroom environment. This will be further investigated in the
present study.

More specifically, the purpose was to address whether participation in VIP Partnership could con-
tribute to forming a more inclusive classroom environment. The study has investigated students’
perceptions of various aspects of the social classroom environment that are explicitly related to
the goals of VIP Partnership. Changes in and between participating and non-participating students’
perceptions of the social classroom environment were examined over three data collection points,
and that made it possible to follow the development and change over time.

Method

Design and Participants

This research is a collaborative venture between the Norwegian University of Science and Technology
(NTNU), Vestre Viken Hospital Trust, and two Norwegian county authorities. The research
employed a quasi-experimental design with two groups: schools that had used VIP Partnership
(test) and schools that had not used the programme (control). While a fully randomized experiment
incorporating random assignment of schools to the two conditions would have been preferred, this
was not possible for practical reasons. Test and control schools were recruited through convenience
sampling by contact persons in the two collaborative county authorities. The test schools were
recruited among public schools in the two counties that had already implemented or planned to
implement VIP Partnership in the fall of 2017. The control schools were recruited from schools in
the two counties that did not use VIP Partnership, and on the basis that they should be as similar
as possible to the test schools regarding size and geographical location. Table 1 displays some charac-
teristics of the sample. The test and control schoolsmatch well by school size, gender, mother’s level of
education and participants born in Norway. The proportion of participating students attending gen-
eral studies education programmes is higher than the national average of 61%. The gender imbalance
is mainly due to the female predominance in general studies education programmes (Statistics Nor-
way, 2018).

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Test Control

Number of schools N 10 7
Average school size (number of students) 562 606
Students enrolled in first year of upper secondary N 1992 1163
Participated in all three surveys N 1101 734
Response rate % 55 63
Female % 61 60
Enrolled in general studies education programmes % 78 72
Born in Norway % 89 88
Mother’s level of education %
Primary or upper secondary school 33 37
Higher education (College/University) 65 61
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Procedure

Data was collected twice during the fall 2017 and once in the spring 2018, by means of electronic self-
reporting questionnaires administered in school classes. The VIP Partnership programme was
implemented on the first day of school after the summer vacation, and this made it impossible to per-
form a pre-test before the schools started the programme. The first data collection (t1) was therefore
initiated during the students’ second school week. One and a half week after initiation, 14 schools had
completed the survey. In the three remaining schools (two test and one control), a total of nine classes
asked for more time to answer the questionnaire. In order to increase the response rate, the survey was
therefore kept open for an additional one and a half week for these schools. Some classes would thus
have used VIP Partnership longer than others at the time of the first data collection. This constitutes a
possible source of error in the data material and will therefore be examined prior to the main data
analyses (ANCOVA). The second data collection (t2) was initiated approximately ten weeks after
the first, and immediately after the VIP Partnership programme was scheduled to be completed.
All schools had responded to the survey two and a half weeks after opening. The third data collection
was initiated approximately six months into the school year and was open for two weeks.

All schools identified one employee who was responsible for providing the necessary information
and assistance to teachers and students. Students, teachers and parents were also given an infor-
mation sheet, which informed that students had a right to withdraw from participation at any
time, and that they were considered to have given their consent to participate by filling in the ques-
tionnaire. An information video recorded by the author was shown to the students in each individual
class before they started responding to the survey. The video explained the rationale of the study and
encouraged the students to answer the questionnaire properly. In accordance with the instructions of
the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD), parental consent was obtained from students under
the age of 16. The project was approved by the NSD.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Social Classroom Environment
The dependent variables in this article are students’ social classroom environment scores at t2 and t3.
As mentioned, VIP Partnership is about how schools facilitate social relationships between students.
Despite literature searches in Google Scholar, and the ERIC and JSTOR databases, no self-report
measures concerning students’ experiences of the schools’ social practice were found. Four items
were therefore formulated to capture the primary objectives of VIP Partnership. Two of these items
were based on questions used in a survey created by VSP (2015, 2016), and reformulated for the pre-
sent study: “It feels secure to be at school” and “I always have someone to be with during breaks”. The
two remaining statementsweremade for the present study: “I always have someone to sit with in class”,
and “The other students in the class greet me when we meet”. The response categories for all state-
ments were on a 6-point scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree through 6 = strongly agree. Items
were averaged for a scale score. Internal consistency for this scale was α = .82 at t2 and α = .81 at t3.

Independent Variable and Covariates

The key independent variable is participation in VIP Partnership. It was expected that participation in
VIP Partnership should promote the students’ experiences of a positive social classroom environment.
In addition to participation in VIP Partnership, there are several factors that may be of significance for
the students’ experiences of the social environment in their classes. Therefore, a set of covariates were
included in the analyses. These were social anxiety, loneliness in 10th grade, academic achievement, gen-
der, mother’s education level, and students’ social classroom environment scores at t1.
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Social Anxiety
Social anxiety has been defined as a “marked, or intense, fear or anxiety of social situations in which
the individual may be scrutinized by others” (American Psychiatric Association, 2016, p. 18). Studies
have found that adolescents with high levels of social anxiety both experience less acceptance and
support (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; Levpuscek & Berce, 2012), and tend to be rejected and excluded
by their peers (e.g., Greco &Morris, 2005; Levpuscek & Berce, 2012; Siegel et al., 2009). In the present
study, social anxiety was measured using the Mini-Social Phobia Inventory (mini- SPIN), a three-
item scale derived from the Social Phobia Inventory (Connor et al., 2000). The scale has been eval-
uated in several studies as a reliable and valid instrument for measuring social anxiety (e.g., Connor
et al., 2001; Garcia-Lopez & Moore, 2015; Wiltink et al., 2017). The items were rated using a 5-point
scale, where 1 = not at all, 2 = a little bit, 3 = somewhat, 4 = very much, and 5 = extremely, and then
averaged for a scale score.

Loneliness
Loneliness can be described as the incongruity between a person’s desired and actual social relation-
ships (Masi et al., 2011), and it can have severe consequences for the individual. In addition to being
associated with a range of mental and physical health problems (e.g., Heinrich & Gullone, 2006),
adolescent loneliness has been linked with social difficulties such as peer rejection, neglection and
victimization (Woodhouse et al., 2012), lower friendship quality (Parker & Asher, 1993), lower social
competence (Horowitz & de Sales French, 1979; Junttila, 2010; Segrin & Flora, 2000), and less posi-
tive perceptions of social support (Riggio et al., 1993).

In the present study loneliness was measured by using a Norwegian version of the Loneliness and
Social Dissatisfaction Questionnaire (Asher & Wheeler, 1985; Valås, 1999). As the first survey was
conducted only a week into the schoolyear, it was considered as little meaningful to measure the stu-
dents’ perceptions of loneliness at school. The items were therefore adjusted in order to measure
loneliness retrospectively as students’ perceptions of loneliness in 10th grade (their last year of
lower secondary school). The response categories for all statements were on a 6-point scale, ranging
from 1 = strongly disagree through 6 = strongly agree. Items were averaged for a scale score, and high
values indicate a greater degree of loneliness.

Academic achievement
Studies tend to show that school performance levels are distinctively related to social acceptance.
Overall, research findings suggest that students characterized by higher school achievement tend
to be better liked by and experience more acceptance from their peers (Bakker & Bosman, 2003;
Frentz et al., 1991). Conversely, students characterized by lower school achievement tend to experi-
ence less peer acceptance and be less positively evaluated by their peers (Bakker & Bosman, 2003;
Valås, 1999). In the present study, academic achievement was measured using a mean score based
on students’ self-reported overall achievement marks in Norwegian, mathematics and English
from 10th grade. This measure ranged from 1 (lowest) through 6 (highest).

Gender
Some studies have found gender differences in students’ experiences of relationships and wellbeing
in school. For instance, results from a Norwegian, nationally representative survey (Andersen &
Dæhlen, 2017) showed that among students who reported having problems with relations at school,
girls were overrepresented by 68% versus 32%. In the present study, a dichotomous variable indi-
cated whether the adolescent is female (1) or male (2).

Mother’s Education Level
Research indicates that parental education level is related to students’ social functioning. For
example, Andersen and Dæhlen (2017) found that students who reported a greater degree of pro-
blems in school and friendship relations, to a lesser extent had parents with higher education. In
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the present study, social background was measured as mother’s level of education on a four-level
scale (OECD, 2009). Lowest level (1) is primary and lower secondary school while highest level
(4) is tertiary education exceeding three years. This measure was converted into a dichotomous vari-
able where 1 = education up to upper secondary level, and 2 = higher education at college or univer-
sity level.

Analyses

Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) is a recommended analytical method to examine intervention
effects, given that the correlation between pre and post-test is not too high (r < 0.8) (O’Connell
et al., 2017; Vickers & Altman, 2001), and that there are no systematic differences in the groups’
pre-scores (Miller & Chapman, 2001). The latter applies particularly to the present study where
test and control schools were not randomly assigned. T-tests and chi-square tests showed that the
test and control schools did not significantly differ on any of the covariates. Unlike analytical
methods that examine change scores between pre and post-measurements, ANCOVA takes into
account the participants’ baseline score by using it as a control variable (Vickers & Altman,
2001). In the context of the present study, this makes it possible to compare the test and control
schools’ social classroom environment scores at t2 and t3, using the score at t1 as a covariate. Because
tests indicated normality and homoscedasticity violations, bootstrapping and the HC3 heteroscedas-
ticity-consistent standard error were applied in the ANCOVA analyses. All analyses were conducted
using SPSS 26.

The dependent variables were students’ social classroom environment scores at t2 and t3, and
participation in VIP Partnership was added as factor. Students’ social classroom environment scores
at t1 was added as a covariate, in addition to social anxiety, loneliness in 10th grade, gender, mother’s
education level (dichotomous), and mean grades. As a further assessment of the strength of the
impact of VIP Partnership, effect sizes (Cohen’s d) were calculated for all significant findings.
Cohen’s d was calculated based on adjusted mean differences between the test and control schools,
divided by unadjusted standard deviation scores.

Before running the ANCOVA’s, an exploratory factor analysis was performed on all items in the
“social classroom environment”, “loneliness in 10th grade” and “social anxiety” scales. Next, a cor-
relation analysis was conducted to ensure that the intercorrelations between the pre and post-tests
were not too high. Collinearity tests moreover showed that multicollinearity was not a concern, with
tolerance levels between .78 and .94, and VIF’s between 1.06 and 1.29 for all variables. Finally, a com-
parison was done between test and control schools and class environment scores at t1, t2 and t3,
prior to inclusion of the covariates.

Results

First, as mentioned in the procedure section, some classes were given additional time to respond to
the survey at the first data collection. Results from t-tests showed that there were no systematic
differences in the responses given by students in these classes and the remaining classes in the associ-
ated schools. The classes that had responded later to the survey were therefore included in the ana-
lyses. As shown in Table 2, the three scales seem to cover three different phenomena, and each have
appropriate reliability values.

Inter-correlations among the covariates, dependent variables and school type (test or control) are
presented in Table 3. All covariates except for gender are significantly correlated with the dependent
variables, and all correlations are below .8. This indicates that the covariates are well suited for
ANCOVA. The significant correlations between the two dependent variables and school type fur-
thermore indicate that students’ participation in VIP Partnership is positively related to the social
classroom environment scores at t2 and t3.
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Table 4 shows that there is no significant difference between test and control schools on the social
classroom environment measure at t1. At t2 and t3, the test group has significantly higher social
classroom environment scores relative to the control group.

Table 5 shows a comparison of social classroom environment scores at t2 and t3 between test and
control schools, using ANCOVA and Cohen’s d. First, one can see that the differences between the
unadjusted mean scores displayed in Table 4 and the adjusted mean scores displayed in Table 5 are
small. The results from Table 5 moreover show that students who had participated in VIP Partner-
ship have significantly higher social classroom environment scores for adjusted means at t2 and t3,
relative to the control group. These results suggest that after having adjusted for the covariates, par-
ticipation in VIP Partnership has significantly enhanced students’ perceptions of the social class-
room environment. However, the calculated effect sizes of 0.1 (t2) and 0.09 (t3) indicate that the
adjusted differences between the test and control schools are small (Cohen & Steinberg, 1992).

Table 2. Factor analysis (Maximum Likelihood) of the social classroom environment, loneliness in 10th grade and social anxiety
scales at T1 (Oblimin rotation with Kaiser. Normalization).

Item

Factor loadings for latent variables

1 2 3

I had no one to talk with at school .929 .021 –.023
I often spent the breaks all by myself .825 –.020 .048
I had no one to be together with at school .941 –.006 –.049
I felt an outsider in school .766 –.009 .102
I had no friends in school .903 .009 –.048
I always have someone to sit with in class .014 .820 .070
The other students in the class greet me when we meet .028 .631 –.065
I have someone to be with during breaks .063 .761 .051
It feels secure to be at school .015 .652 –.083
Fear of embarrassment causes me to avoid doing things or speaking to people .084 –.086 .640
I avoid activities in which I am the centre of attention –.034 –.006 .803
Being embarrassed or looking stupid are among my worst fears –.004 .042 .793
Eigenvalue 4.98 2.41 1.41
% of variance 41.45 20.10 11.77
Cronbach’s alpha .93 .80 .80

Table 3. Correlations between dependent variables, covariates and school type.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

1. Social classroom environment t1 (C) –
2. Social classroom environment t2 (DV) .55** –
3. Social classroom environment t3 (DV) .44** .62** –
4. Social anxiety t1 (C) –.39** –.32** –.28** –
5. Loneliness 10th grade t1 (C) –.28** –.34** –.30** .29** –
6. Academic achievement t1 (C) .11** .12** .14** .04 –.08** –
7. Gender (C) .03 .02 .02 –.20** –.09** –.15** –
8. Mother’s education level (C) .09** .06* .10** –.01 –.06* .30** –.03 –
9. School typea .01 –.06** –.05* .00 .04 –.03 .01 –.04

* p < .05, ** p < .01. C = Covariate, DV = Dependent Variable. aTest schools = 1, control schools = 2.

Table 4. Comparison of test and control schools and unadjusted social classroom environment scores at t1, t2 and t3.

Unadjusted mean (SD)

Mean differenceTest (n = 1045) Control (n = 709)

Social classroom environment t1 4.96 (.91) 4.97 (.93) –.01
Social classroom environment t2 5.11 (.90) 4.99 (.96) .12**
Social classroom environment t3 5.05 (.93) 4.94 (.99) .11*

* p < .05, ** p < .01.
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Further Examination of the Data

Given the small group differences presented in Table 5, the data material was further examined to see
if any of the test schools stood out more favourably than others regarding possible effects of the pro-
gramme. Change scores for the social classroom environment variable from t1–t2 and t1–t3 were
therefore calculated for each school. The control schools were included to highlight potential differ-
ences between test and control schools in the development across time. Given that the results from
Tables 4 and 5 indicated small differences between the unadjusted and adjusted mean scores, and due
to a low n in some schools, the change scores were calculated by using the unadjusted rather than the
adjusted mean scores. Effect sizes were calculated by dividing the change scores by the pooled stan-
dard deviation for each school.

As shown in Table 6, five test schools (1, 6, 7, 8 and 10) display a statistically significant increase
on the social classroom environment variable from t1–t2, and effect sizes range from d = .19–.51. In
contrast, the five remaining test schools and all the control schools display no statistically significant
increase on this variable from t1–t2. Four test schools (1, 6, 7 and 10) moreover report a statistically
significant increase on the social classroom environment variable from t1–t3, and effect sizes range
from d = .16–.54. Conversely, control school 15 reports a statistically significant decrease on this
measure from t1–t2 and t1–t3.

Given that five test schools displayed a statistically significant increase on the outcome variable
from t1–t2, while the five remaining test schools did not, the data were examined for factors that

Table 5. Comparison of test and control schools, and adjusted social classroom environment scores at t2 and t3, using ANCOVA and
Cohen’s d.

ANCOVA adjusted mean

Mean difference Cohen’s dTest (n = 1045) Control (n = 709)

Social classroom environment t2 5.12 5.02 .10** .10
Social classroom environment t3 5.05 4.96 .09* .09

* p < .05, ** p < .01. Bootstrap results are based on 1000 bootstrap samples. Covariates are evaluated at the following values: Social
classroom environment t1 = 4.99, social anxiety t1 = 2.03, loneliness 10th grade t1 = 1.42, academic achievement t1 = 4.36, gen-
der = 1.39, mother’s education level = 1.66.

Adjusted mean scores at t2 and t3 by using social classroom environment scores at t1, social anxiety, loneliness in 10th grade,
academic achievement, gender and mother’s education level as covariates.

Table 6. Change scores (based on unadjusted means) and Cohen’s d for all schools on the social classroom environment measure
from t1–t2 and t1–t3.

School n

t1–t2 t1–t3

Change score Cohen’s d Change score Cohen’s d

1 136 .25*** .31 .17* .18
2 86 .01 .01 –.05 –.05
3 45 .06 .07 –.13 –.13
4 65 –.05 -.06 –.16 –.16
5 117 .01 .01 –.06 –.06
6 170 .18* .19 .16* .16
7 87 .40*** .51 .49*** .54
8 97 .25*** .28 .10 .09
9 196 .03 .03 .01 .01
10 70 .33** .37 .28* .28
11 58 –.09 –.10 –.21 –.21
12 205 .06 .07 .02 .02
13 74 –.16 –.18 –.19 –.21
14 47 .19 .19 .09 .09
15 31 –.30* –.43 –.45** –.67
16 177 .12 .14 –.01 –.01
17 125 –.04 –.05 .02 .02

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Schools 1–10 are test schools and schools 11–17 are control schools. Statistically significant
change scores and associated effect sizes are highlighted.
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could contribute to explaining this difference. The only area where these groups differed was on the
number of years that teachers had used the programme, which was indicated by data from a teacher
questionnaire. In the five schools that displayed an increase, 13 out of 42 (31%) teachers reported
that they had used VIP Partnership since its beginning in 2015. The corresponding number was
one teacher out of 36 (3%) in the schools that did not display any increase. Otherwise, no factors
were found that could explain the difference in development from t1–t2 in these two groups, neither
in terms of mother’s education level, field of study (general or vocational education), grades, school
size, or teachers’ attitudes toward the VIP Partnership programme.

Discussion

This study investigated whether participation in the VIP Partnership programme could improve stu-
dents’ perceptions of the social environment in school. On the one hand, results showed that stu-
dents who had participated in the programme reported a more positive perception of the social
classroom environment at t2 and t3, compared to non-participating students. These findings indicate
that VIP Partnership has had some effect. On the other hand, the calculated effect sizes of d = .10 (t2)
and .09 (t3) must be characterized as small (Cohen & Steinberg, 1992), and one should therefore be
cautious when discussing how substantial the effect of the programme is. It is worth noting that the
students in both test and control schools on average reported high scores on the social classroom
environment measure at all time points. The limited effect might therefore be due to the fact that
the social environment could not be greatly improved. Nonetheless, considering that the dependent
variable in the study was based on questions designed to capture the basic components of VIP Part-
nership, one would perhaps expect finding larger differences between the test and control schools on
the measure.

There may be several underlying causes as to why the effect of VIP Partnership appears to be lim-
ited. For instance, meta-analyses have indicated that universal preventive interventions tend to be
less intensive than selective or indicated interventions, and therefore may exhibit lower effect
sizes (Horowitz & Garber, 2006; Teubert & Pinquart, 2011). Effect sizes also tend to be smaller in
interventions involving older students (e.g., January et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2004), as was the
case in the present study. When comparing the effect sizes found in the current study with those
reported in previous research, the results do not differ greatly from one another. For instance,
meta-analyses evaluating the effectiveness of various universal social school-programmes have
found average post-intervention effects of d = .15 on students’ social behaviours (January et al.,
2011), d = .22 on students’ social and emotional development (Goldberg et al., 2019), and d
= -.02–.12 on bullying and victimization (Smith et al., 2004).

Next, one can discuss whether the elements in VIP Partnership are something that many teachers
already do, regardless of whether they have participated in the programme. Kraft (2018) argues that
in education studies where the control group has access to resources similar to the intervention, one
will expect smaller effects. In the present study, although the students in the control group did not
participate in partnerships, they did have access to classmates and teachers in the same way that did
the students in the test group. It is also probable that the control schools, even though they did not
participate in the programme, have had some focus on student well-being and social relationships,
which in turn may have influenced the students’ perceptions of the social classroom environment.
Other explanations for the small group-differences may also be found in variables that lie beyond
the materials collected for this study.

Although VIP Partnership had a small effect at group level, a further investigation of the data
indicated variations between schools regarding effects of the programme. First, there were five test
schools compared to no control schools that reported a statistically significant increase on the social
classroom environment variable from t1–t2. For four of these test schools, the increase remained
statistically significant up to t3. This indicates that VIP Partnership has had some effect among cer-
tain schools. Effect sizes for the increase among these schools ranged from .19 to .51 (t1 to t2), and
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.16 to .54 (t1–t3). While Cohen has referred to effect sizes of .2 and .5 as small and medium respect-
ively (Cohen & Steinberg, 1992), other theorists have argued that in educational intervention studies
with strong designs, effect sizes of .2 can be of magnitude (e.g., Cheung & Slavin, 2016; Durlak et al.,
2011; Hill et al., 2008; Kraft, 2018). The positive development over time among half of the test
schools should therefore not be depreciated based on the seemingly low effects.

Following this, the results showed that the only characteristic separating the five test schools that
reported an increase on the outcome variable, from the remaining test schools, was a higher pro-
portion of teachers that had used the programme since it started in 2015. The effectiveness of
VIP Partnership may thus be related to the number of years that the teachers have used the pro-
gramme. If this assumption holds true, these results indicate that being in classrooms with teachers
who are experienced in using VIP Partnership can have a positive impact on the students’ percep-
tions of the social classroom environment. This is consistent with previous research that has empha-
sized the importance of the teacher for successful school interventions (Han & Weiss, 2005; Kam
et al., 2003). These findings also suggest that the individual teacher’s implementation of VIP Partner-
ship is a key component of the programme’s effectiveness and highlight the importance of conduct-
ing a thorough training for participating teachers.

Finally, although the overall effect appears to be limited, programmes such as VIP Partnership can
contribute to raising awareness about the importance of a focus on social relationships and student
wellbeing in school.

Limitations and Further Directions

There are some study limitations which must be considered when evaluating the study results. First,
the study was not a randomized controlled trial, and group differences might have occurred for
reasons other than the intervention effect. These limitations are however somewhat reduced by
the way that the sample was recruited, and the large sample size. Second, although the VIP Partner-
ship programme is not difficult to implement, it does require some preparation and follow-up from
teachers in order to work. Future research should therefore have a clearer focus on teacher training
and take into consideration the individual teachers’ attitudes towards and practical implementation
of the programme. Moreover, many of the participants in the present study had scores near the
upper limit of the social classroom environment measure (ceiling effect). Future studies should there-
fore investigate whether some groups of students, such as those who start out at the lower end of the
distribution range, may benefit more than others from participation in the programme. Forthcoming
studies should also examine whether VIP Partnership can have a more comprehensive longer-term
impact, such as reduced loneliness and improved mental health.
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