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Abstract: In the context of current changes in the education process due to the pandemic, the main
aims of this study were to highlight social capital factors within the school community that are
associated with better students” outcomes in the context of distance learning. This study was a
cross-sectional population-based study. The research sample consisted of 1483 students, whose ages
varied from 11 to 19 years old (56.9% were girls). Academic success in this study was measured in
terms of average grade and students’ perception of their learning process or outcomes by six single
items. A Five-item WHO-5 questionnaire was used to measure students’ psychological well-being.
Social capital was measured in terms of relationship, trust, reciprocity, and communication within
different social contexts in the school community in total by 16 items. School social capital and social
support scales were developed from these items. Students’ gender and age were also taken into
consideration. The research results show that although social capital from parents and peers also
matters, the relationship with teachers emerges as the main and the most important resource in
supporting positive attitudes and outcomes in to learning (std.3 varied from 0.116 to 0.439). The
results also show that higher psychological wellbeing is associated with higher perceived school social
capital (std.3 0.260) and social support (std.3 0.326) and mediates the effects of the latter two for better
academic success outcomes. The findings also highlight the importance of close and trusting social
ties, especially between students and their teachers as well as parents for better learning outcomes in
times of crises and in the context of distance learning. The study results prove that social support and
social capital at school are essential factors for sustainable psychological development. The results
presumably support the idea that the school is sustainable if it is developing as an ecosystem not
solely aimed at academic outcomes. The results of the current study may aid policymakers and
practitioners in developing interventions, policies and practices that focus resources where they will
have the greatest benefit.

Keywords: relationship with teachers; learning motivation; psychological well-being

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has effected a change in the process of education at school.
Schools in Lithuania, as in many other countries, were closed in Spring and Autumn of 2020
and again in Spring of 2021. School closures, in general, affect various areas of per-sonal,
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social, and public life, as well as contributing to social, economic, and health ine-qualities,
especially in low-income countries [1]. Any changes in provision to vulnerable groups
pose or exacerbate the threat of psychosocial risks and educational gaps, especial-ly in the
context of pre-existing psychosocial risks. The authors reviewed the consequences of the
COVID-19 pandemic and found that due to school closures, there are negative changes in
students’ eating habits and decreased physical activity, given that a school is a key place
for students to receive healthy food and be physically active during physical education
classes, recess and after school. An increase in cases of depression, psychological dis-tress,
insomnia, attention deficit disorders was observed. Moreover, restricting social contacts
impairs students’ social development [2]. Researchers have calculated that due to school
closures, students learn only 37 to 50 percent of what they would have learned by attending
school [3]. Previous experiences of school closures, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, due,
for example to natural disasters have shown negative consequences for student academic
success. Lower learning outcomes are more common in the students who have taken longer
to return to the learning process after the disaster [4]. Researchers are already predicting the
deterioration in learning outcomes and the associated financial costs to governments [5,6].

The effectiveness of problem management in a given situation is key in the reduction
of negative consequences. As success in COVID-19-related problem management differs
across schools, it could be assumed that there are school-level factors that facilitate or
disrupt the educational process during changes. Here, the social capital resources of the
school community (all the participants in the educational process) are highlighted. Social
capital includes resources within the social environment, social ties, belonging, social orga-
nization, social cohesion, cooperation, tolerance, trust, social support, and norms of social
cooperation in a variety of social contexts [7], which are important for learning outcomes
and the reduction of psychosocial risks in the educational process in general and in the
event of a crisis. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the rapid reorientation of the educational
process to distance, mixed or hybrid learning approaches, revealed the importance not only
of technical support but also of the school community’s ability to accept challenges, solve
problems, for the continuity of the educational process. Research conducted at the begin-
ning of the COVID-19 pandemic revealed a need for school community mobilization [8].
The UNICEEF report confirms that children with a greater sense of belonging to school have
better academic performance [9]. The school is a potentially powerful institution. It has
potential access to large community resources that are no less important than financial.
Moreover, the National Audit Office revealed that growing funding for education and
changes in funding did not have a significant positive impact on student achievement [10].

It has not yet been revealed how social capital, by compensating for or interacting with
psycho-social risks, is associated with learning outcomes in a period of crisis. This may be
important in other periods of similar global or local change. Studies before COVID-19 have
shown that higher social capital was associated with greater satisfaction with the distance
learning process and better grades for university students [11] and is generally necessary
for academic success [12]. Pre-pandemic studies also showed that higher social capital in
its different contexts (family, neighborhood, school, and peer) in the Lithuanian school
student population is associated with better academic achievements [13], lower student
psychological distress [14], and better self-rated health [13].

It has already been empirically confirmed that there is a strong direct link between
perceived social support and students” well-being, assuming that social support reduces
risks for mental health among youth [15]. Psychological well-being is an empirically well-
supported indicator that represents the state of being active, vigorous, rested, relaxed,
having interests, and being in good spirits, and is an indicator of mental health [16].

Firstly, based on the premise, confirmed by a body of research, more socially engaged
people are happier; in turn, they are more productive, flexible, and creative, and demon-
strate pro-social behavior [17]; we assume that psychological well-being is a mediator
between social capital as well as social support and perceived academic success, as the
perception of learning outcomes and actual learning results.
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Secondly, social support may play a role as a buffer against life stresses, and as a role
in promoting physical and mental health [18]. Mental health conditions account for 16%
of the global burden of disease and injury in people aged 10-19 years [19]. Thus, it may
be assumed that social support may promote psychological well-being by protecting from
negative mental health outcomes [18]. In turn, the literature suggests that people with high
psychological well-being tend to have attributional styles that are more self-enhancing and
more enabling than those low in subjective well-being, suggesting that positive emotions
can lead to positive cognitions [20], and so can also lead to better-perceived out-comes in
diverse areas of functioning and learning among them. Summing up, the premises written
above are in line with the Self-determination theory which emphasizes satisfaction for three
basic psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—that comes from the
social environment—the significant others—and further leads to increased motivation for
learning and better performance. The presence of favorable environmental conditions that
allow satisfaction of these basic needs is a key factor for mental health [21].

One of the main aims of the study is to highlight social capital factors within the school
community at the levels of peers, parents/guardians, teachers, and school administration
that are associated with better students’ outcomes in the context of distance learning.

School students’ social capital is created at the interpersonal level in multiple social
contexts, like home, school, neighborhood, etc. Within the context of the school community,
students collect their social capital from different recourses, like teachers, schoolmates,
etc., and accumulate it into the unique phenomena of school social capital which further is
assumed to affect intrapersonal level factors [22]. Based on this premise, another aim of the
study is to examine whether social capital potentially increases students’ psychological well-
being and if the latter mediates the relationship between social capital and academic success.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design and Procedure

This is a cross-sectional population-based study based on cluster (area) random sam-
pling. This particular sampling was chosen as the most appropriate in a case when the total
area of the research is too large to apply regular random sampling [23]. In Lithuania, in the
school year of 2020-2021, the population consisted of 209,600 thousand school children in
grades 5th to 12th [24]. The study sample was selected across all 10 regions of Lithuania
from May to June 2021. Within each of the ten regions, three schools (primary sampling
units) were randomly selected: at least one from the regional centre and one from the
rural area. Some of the schools in the country provide education from primary to upper
secondary levels, some offers only lower secondary education, others are established as
gymnasiums (certain type of secondary schools). The school selection was organized in
order to cover both levels of secondary school within each region. In total 33 schools
participated in the study. Within each selected school, students from the 5th to 12th grade,
one class per grade, were chosen using the classes whose number was followed by the
letter A (e.g., 10A). Finally, all students in the selected schools and classes per grade were
included in the study; if they had parental consent and agreed to participate themselves.
Both the school and classes in the schools were considered clusters. In each selected school,
one class per 5th to 12th grade was provided with study questionnaires. The questionnaire
took approximately 30 min to complete. The study was conducted in line with the Helsinki
Declaration, and the protocol was approved by the Ethics Commit-tee of Vilnius University
(No. 66). Researchers obtained the permission of the school administration to collect data.
Links to the online questionnaires for students and informed consent for parents were
provided by the researchers and sent by the school administration. Informed consent was
collected from the parents online. Students whose parents did not give consent or students
who themselves refused to participate did not participate in the study.
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2.2. Participants and Setting

The general, compulsory, education system in Lithuania is of 12 years duration and
consists of primary education, 4 years; basic (lower secondary) education, 6 years, and
upper secondary education, 2 years. Grades 5-8 represent the middle school and grades
9-12 (respectively I-IVth grades in gymnasiums)—high school. An assessment in grades
5-12 is criterion-referenced. A 1 to 10 marking system is used, with 10 as the highest and 4
as the lowest passing marks [25].

The study included 1483 school students across 5th to 12th grade from 11 to 19 years
old. The average age was 14.62 (2.03) years. Among them, 56.9% were girls. The distribution
of the number of students across 5th to 12th grades varied from 10.1% to 22.3%. 50% were
in grades 5th—-8th and represented middle school, the rest 50% in grades 9th to 12th
represented high school. In total, 72% of students live with both parents. A total of 12.7%
also live with their siblings, 67.7% of participants represented region centers, and 32.3%
represented rural areas in the county.

2.3. Measurements
2.3.1. Academic Success

Academic success was measured in terms of an actual average grade in the last
semester or trimester for native and foreign languages, math, and history. Perceived aca-
demic outcomes (“Evaluate your learning outcomes at this time”) and learning motivation
(“Evaluate your willingness to learn right now”) were indicated on a Likert scale from
1—"Very poor” to 5—"Very good”. Answers for the importance of being good at learning
(“I need to study well”), learning satisfaction (“I am satisfied with my learning”) were
allocated on a scale from 1—“Never” to 4—"“Always”. Workload perception was also
indicated by a single item (“How are you coping with the learning load?”) with answers
from 1—"Very heavy” to 5—"Not heavy at all”. Finally, satisfaction with distance learning
was measured by a single item (“How do you generally assess distance education as a form
of student learning?”) with answers from 1—"Very unsatisfied” to 5—"Very satisfied”.

2.3.2. Social Capital

Social capital was measured by 16 items. The dimension of the social network was
represented by one item (e.g., “Please rate how many people you are interacting with,
that you could name as your friends?”). There were the following answers option: none,
two-three, four-five, more than five. The communication aspect was identified by two items,
indicating live and online communication with peers (e.g., Please identify how often you
interact (live or online) with your classmates outside of class this semester?). Answers
for the communication were from 1—“Never” to 5—“Several times a week and more”.
The relationship domain of school social capital was reflected across three social groups:
parents, teachers, and peers. Answers were allocated on a Likert scale from 1—*Very bad”
to 5—"Very good”. Trust was indicated by three items which represented general school
trust, horizontal trust (trust in school mates), vertical trust (trust in teachers) (e.g., In your
class, teachers and students trust each other). Reciprocity at school was identified by one
item (Do you think students collaborate in your high school?). Finally, social support was
measured by six items and represented the perception of support from each group within
the school community: administration, class mentor, teachers, specialists facilitating the
learning process (like a psychologist, social worker, speech therapist), peers, parents. The
answers for the trust, reciprocity and social support items were allocated on a Likert scale
from 1—"Do not agree at all” to 5—"Totally agree”.

The school social capital scale consisting of five items was developed based on the
previous study among Lithuanian school-aged children [26]. The scale represents general
school trust, vertical trust, horizontal trust, reciprocity, communication at school. The
scale’s compatibility factor in the current study is Cronbach « 0.879.

The Social support scale was derived using the exploratory structural equation mod-
eling (ESEM). Six items formed one factor. ESEM indicators confirmed the one factor
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structure (chi-square (x2) = 39.57; degrees of freedom (df) = 6; root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.061; the comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.992; Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI) = 0.981; the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.017). The
scale’s compatibility factor is Cronbach « 0.864.

Items on both school social capital and social support scales were combined into a
mean score. Both scales in the current study represent the cumulative effect of social capital.

2.3.3. Psychological Well-Being

The WHO-5 is a short questionnaire consisting of 5 questions indicating the frequency
of being active, vigorous, rested, relaxed, having interests, and being in good spirits, with
the answers on the Likert scale from 0—"none of the time” to 5—"all of the time”, which
will tap into the subjective well-being and risk for depression of the respondents. The scale
has adequate validity both as a screening tool for depression and as an outcome measure
in clinical trials and has been applied successfully as a generic scale for well-being across a
wide range of study fields [16].

Sociodemographic variables gender (1—“Girl”, 2—“Boy”) and age in full years were
also assessed.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS 24.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) and MPLUS 8.4 soft-
ware. Exploratory Structural Equation Modeling (ESEM) was performed to explore the
structure of the social capital instrument. All continuous variables used in analyses met
the assumptions of normality of the distribution after outliers exceeding three SDs were
removed and scales’ skewness and kurtosis were within the range—1 and 1. Descriptive
statistics were calculated to determine the means and standard deviations (SDs) and fre-
quencies of variables used in the study. The relationships between academic achievements
and between social capital indicators were identified using the Pearson r correlation coeffi-
cient. The predictive validity of social capital indicators for academic success was identified
using the series of univariate and multivariate linear regression analyses. For mediation
analysis, PROCESS version 3.5. [27] SPSS macro (Model 4) was employed, which tests direct
and indirect effects in the mediation model 95% confidence intervals (CI) were estimated.
An effect was considered significant when the CI did not include zero. Bootstrapping
was set at 5000 samples. The completely standardized indirect effects were calculated as
effect sizes for mediation [28]. Their values of 0.01, 0.09, and 0.25 represent small, medium,
and large effect sizes, respectively [29]. Statistical significance was set at a p-value of less
than 0.05.

STROBE Statement—checklist guidelines were followed in organizing this paper.

3. Results

Study results (Table 1) of mean comparison reveal that perceived outcomes of academic
success of middle and high school students differ, except for the importance of being
good at learning, which is similar. All other outcomes including the average grade and
perceived academic outcomes, learning motivation, satisfaction with distance learning,
general learning satisfaction are higher and workload perception is lower among the middle
school students in comparison with the high school students.

The results in Table 2 indicate that girls have more positive outcomes of academic
success than boys in terms of average grade, perceived study results, the importance of
being good at learning, and workload perception. Learning motivation, satisfaction with
distance learning, and learning satisfaction are similar among boys and girls.
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Table 1. Comparison of academic success between younger and older schoolchildren (1 = 1483).

Academic Success Outcomes Indicators Grades Mean (SD) Stjudent t P

Average grades (native an'd foreign languages, 5-8 grades 7.88 (1.42) 5102 <0.001
math and history) 9-12 grades 7.51 (1.31)

Perceived academic outcomes 95__182%;%;; ggé Egggg 5.262 <0.001
The importance of being good at learning 95__182§ :aclle:s g?; Eggg; 1.583 0.114
Learning motivation 95—_182%;161(31(1 gg? 8(1)3; 4.371 <0.001
Satisfaction with distance learning 9ii§fa%e:s géi 82;1; 6.999 <0.001
Learning satisfaction ;;%%:aie:s égg Eg;g; 4.155 <0.001
Workload perception ;;i%faie;s ;;Z Egg;g 4.660 <0.001

Note: MIN and MAX values for Average grades are 1 to 10. MIN and MAX values for Perceived academic
outcomes, learning motivation, Workload perception, and Satisfaction with distance learning were 1 to 5. MIN
and MAX values for Importance of being good at learning and Learning satisfaction were 1 to 4.

Table 2. Comparison of academic success outcomes between girls and boys.

Academic Success Outcomes Indicators Gender Mean (SD) Stjudent t p

Average grade (native an(fl foreign languages, Girls 7.95 (1.28) 7,996 <0.001
math, and history) Boys 7.36 (1.44)

Perceived academic outcomes g;}z g?j Eggg; 2.409 0.016
The importance of being good at learning CB;(I)I;E gg; Eggg 6.303 <0.001
Learning motivation ](3;(1)1;: ;gg 8 (1;91; —1.331 0.183
Satisfaction with distance learning g(l)l;z ggé 822; —1.384 0.166
Learning satisfaction CB;(I)I;E igz Eggg —1.870 0.062
Workload perception ](3;(1)1;: égg Eggg; —3.124 0.002

The results of the correlational analysis in Table 3 reveal that each social capital
indicator is related at least at a weak level with any other one. Communication live
and online indicators have mostly weak associations with other social capital indicators
(r = from 0.069 to 0.314). The strongest associations are observed between higher support
from class mentors and support from teachers (r = 0.745), support from school administra-
tion (r = 0.690). The latter is also related to higher support from school specialists (r = 0.650).
The higher reciprocity at school is associated with higher horizontal trust (r = 0.700) and
vertical school trust (r = 0.633). The latter is strongly related to horizontal trust (r = 0.633)
as well.

The results of another correlational analysis presented in Table 4 show that all academic
success outcomes are interrelated. However, the strongest correlation is observed between
perceived academic outcomes and learning satisfaction (r = 0.632). The higher the perceived
academic outcomes, the higher learning satisfaction, and vice versa. An average actual
grade and perceived learning results are also associated moderately (r = 0.533). The higher
the actual average grade, the higher are the perceived academic outcomes. The weakest,
though positive associations are between the importance of being good at learning and
satisfaction with distance learning as well as workload perception (both r = 0.097) when
the workload is perceived as less heavy.
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Table 3. The correlations between social capital indicators.

Social Capital Indicators 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
1. Social network (number of friends) 0.308**  0.264*  0193*  0.175*  0421*  0.281*  0277*  0.243*  0262*  0.146*  0211*  0.194*  0.123*  0205*  0.396 **
2. Communication with friends (Live) 1 0.289*  0.136*  0.088*  0.243*  0158*  0.173*  0.143*  0.154*  0.077*  0114**  0.092*  0.071*  0.150*  0.272*
3. Communication with friends (Online) 1 0.125*  0.157*  0.307*  0.116*  0.177*  0.126*  0.173*  0.087*  0.142**  0.115*  0.069*  0.168**  0.314**
4. Relationship with parents 1 0.518**  0.409*  0.309*  0.244*  0226**  0226*  0247*  0.339*  .0315*  0.221*  0.544*  0.260**
5. Relationship with teachers 1 0490*  0.395**  0313*  0413*  0.288*  0.380**  0.444*  0489*  0.343**  0373*  0.314**
6. Relationship with peers 1 0.357**  0.406*  0.334*  0.413*  0201*  0299*  0277*  0.195*  0332*  0.514*
7. School trust (general) 1 0.551**  0.637**  0.532*  0.485*  0488*  0496**  0.366*  0.349*  0.444*
8. Reciprocity at school 1 0.633**  0.700*  0.293*  0.326*  0349*  0242*  0305*  0.492*
9. Vertical school trust 1 0.633**  0.391*  0.404*  0478*  0.323*  0314*  0.440*F
10. Horizontal school trust 1 0270*  0.334*  0338*  0.237*  0296**  0.476**
11. Support from school administration 1 0.618**  0.690**  0.650**  0.358**  0.352**
12. Support from class mentors 1 0.745**  0.541*  0.556*  0475**
13. Support from teachers 1 0.621**  0.498**  0.458 **
14. Support from school specialists 1 0.367 **  0.349 **
15. Support from parents 1 0.475 **

16. Support from classmates 1

Note: **—p < 0.01.
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Table 4. The correlations between indicators of academic success.
Academic Su‘ccess Outcomes 2 3 4 5 6 7
Indicators
1. Average grade 0.533 ** 0.321 ** 0.134 ** 0.126 ** 0.377 ** 0.195 **
2. Perceived academic outcomes 1 0.339 ** 0.437 ** 0.325 ** 0.632 ** 0.318 **
3. The importance pf being good 1 0.419 ** 0.097 ** 0.332 ** 0.097 **
at learning
4. Learning motivation 1 0.173 ** 0.373 ** 0.305 **
5. Satisfaction with distance learning 1 0.272 ** 0.242 **
6. Learning satisfaction 1 0.319 **
7. Workload perception 1

Note: **—p < 0.01.

The results of the Linear regression analyses presented in Table 5 for each academic
success outcome reveal that among covariates, younger age is specifically related to higher
academic success across all learning indicators. Boys have lower average grades than girls
and have a lower perception of the importance of being good at learning. Moreover, boys
have higher satisfaction with their learning, distant learning processes and are more at ease
with their workload perception. However, both covariates explained just a small percent of

the variance in learning outcomes indicators (2-3%).

Table 5. Social capital predictors for academic success outcomes and psychological well-being.

Average
Grades The . .
(Native and  pepceived  Importance Satisfaction
Indicators of School Foreien . of Bein: Learning with Learning Workload  Psychological
. . 8 Academic 8 A . . . . .
Social Capital Laneuages Good at Motivation Distance Satisfaction ~ Perception =~ Well-Being
8uages,  Qutcomes .
Math and Learning Learning
History)
Covariates Std. Beta
Gender (boys) —0.197 *** —0.038 —0.166 *** 0.038 0.053 * 0.066 ** 0.070 ** 0.199 ***
Age —0.173 *** —0.113 *** —0.051 * —0.107 *** —0.143 ** —0.113 *** —0.117 *** —0.087 ***
AR? (for covariates) 0.08 *** 0.03 *** 0.03 *** 0.02 *** 0.03 *** 0.02 *** 0.03 *** 0.07 ***
Social capital indicators
Number of friends (Social ¢ 50 «s 0.031 0.049 ~0.034 ~0.034 ~0.013 0.045 0.063 *
network)
Communication with —0.080 ** ~0.012 0.016 0.039 ~0.042 —0.049 ~0.017 0.085 **
friends (Live)
Communication with 0.140 *** 0.075 ** 0.069 ** 0.004 0.100 *** 0.098 *** 0.024 ~0.022
friends (Online)
Relationship with parents —0.105 ** 0.088 ** 0.020 0.095 ** 0.100 ** 0.058 0.033 0.184 ***
Relationship with 0.236 *** 0439 *%  0.209** 0.323 *** 0.116 ** 0.272 *** 0.181 *** 0.085 **
teachers
Relationship with peers 0.024 0.038 0.014 0.013 0.008 0.048 —0.028 0.039
School trust (general) 0.029 —0.023 0.024 —0.041 —0.072 0.051 —0.009 0.082 *
Reciprocity at school 0.017 —0.006 0.010 —0.005 0.034 0.016 0.076 * —0.033
Vertical school trust —0.161 *** —0.086 * —0.016 0.082 * —0.008 —0.066 0.022 0.081 *
Horizontal school trust —0.015 0.006 0.022 0.051 —0.005 0.003 —0.046 0.015
Support from school ~0.062 ~0.015 0.032 0.071* ~0.023 ~0.041 0.006 0.135 **+
administration
Support from class 0.029 0.034 0.071 ~0.028 0.033 0.039 ~0.055 —0.041
mentors
Support from teachers 0.006 0.003 0.076 0.132 ** 0.061 0.096 * 0.149 ** 0.044
Support from school ~0.026 0.001 —0.088 ** ~0.059 0.010 0.012 0.006 ~0.007
specialists
Support from parents 0.086 * 0.038 0.102 ** 0.020 —0.044 0.007 —0.020 —0.025
Support from classmates 0.102 ** 0.049 —0.052 —0.025 0.025 0.036 0.042 0.011
AR? (for social capital) 0.12 *** 0.30 *** 0.16 *** 0.25 *** 0.070* 0.20 *** 0.10 *** 0.20 ***

Note: *—p < 0.05; *—p < 0.01; *—p < 0.001.

Better relationship with teachers is consistently is related to learning outcomes across

all its indicators. The social network in terms of the number of friends among other learning
outcomes indicators is related only to the average of actual grades. The more friends
schoolchildren have, the better are their average grades. Better relationships with parents
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have an adverse association with the average actual grade but are linked to better-perceived
learning results, higher learning motivation, and higher satisfaction with distant learning.
Online-based communication with friends is related to the higher average grade, perceived
learning results, the importance of being good at learning, learning satisfaction, and
satisfaction of distance learning. While live communication with friends is adversely related
to the average grade, indicating that more live contacts predict worse actual learning results.
Higher vertical school trust—the indicator for trust between schoolchildren and teachers—
is associated with lower average grades and perceived learning results, but higher learning
motivation. Perceived support of school administration is only related to higher learning
motivation. Support from teachers is associated with higher learning satisfaction, learning
motivation, and lower perception of workload. Moreover, a lower perception of workload
is predicted by higher reciprocity at school between classmates. Support from school
specialists, like psychologists or social workers is linked to lower perceived importance of
being good at learning. Meanwhile, parental support is associated with higher perceived
importance of being good at learning and higher average grade. Similarly, higher average
grades are related to support from classmates. General school trust, relationship with
peers, horizontal trust (trust among classmates), and support from class mentors are
not among predictors of learning outcomes. Social capital indicators explained from 7%
(Satisfaction with distance learning) to 30% (Perceived academic outcomes) of variance in
learning outcomes.

The direct effects of social support and school social capital (combined as scale vari-
ables) for psychological well-being were positive (std. Coeff. =0.326 and 0.260, respectively).
Mediation analysis performed with PROCESS by Hayes revealed that the effects of social
support and school social capital for academic success outcomes are mediated by psycholog-
ical well-being. However, the positive effects of mediation varied from small (for perceived
academic outcomes, the importance of being good at learning, learning satisfaction, and
workload perception) to medium (for learning motivation) (Table 6). The mediation ef-
fects for average grades were negative as psychological well-being is negatively related to
average grades (std. Coeff. = —0.085).

Table 6. Mediation effects of psychological well-being (PWB) in the relationship of social support
and academic successs (DLO).

Academic Success

Indirect Effects of Social Support for DLO via PWB Indirect Effects of School Social Capital for DLO via

PWB
Indirect effect CSIE Indirect effect CSIE
B 95% CI B 95% CI B 95% CI B 95% CI
Average grade —005 [-0.081-—0.014] —0.03 [—0.049-0.010] —0.05 [—0.090-—0.018] —0.03 [—0.050-—0.010]
Perceived academic outcomes 0.06 [0.033-0.085] 0.05 [0.027-0.068] 0.06 [0.033-0.085] 0.05 [0.027-0.068]
The importance of being 0.04 [0.019-0.057] 0.04 [0.020-0.061] 0.04 [0.024-0.066] 0.04 [0.023-0.064]
good at learning
Learning motivation 0.15 [0.111-0.183] 0.11 [0.086-0.139] 0.16 [0.125-0.205] 0.11 [0.089-0.143]
Satisfaction with 0.04  [0.013-0.066] ~ 0.03  [0.010-0.051] 005  [0.021-0.080]  0.04  [0.015-0.057]
distance learning
Learning satisfaction 0.06 [0.042-0.082] 0.07 [0.047-0.091] 0.07 [0.048-0.093] 0.07 [0.050-0.096]
Workload perception 0.08 [0.056-0.101] 0.08 [0.057-0.102] 0.09 [0.061-0.111] 0.08 [0.057-0.102]

4. Discussion

The current study aimed to identify important social capital factors within different
contexts of a school community that might be associated with academic success in the
context of distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our study indicates that the
relationship with teachers is the strongest and the most important predictor of academic
success across its different indicators: average grade, perceived academic outcomes, the
importance of being good at learning, learning motivation, satisfaction with distance
learning, learning satisfaction, workload perception. Moreover, greater vertical trust, which
represents trust in teachers, predicted higher learning motivation. In turn, the authors
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point out that motivated students use higher cognitive processes in learning the material,
so that they will absorb the material better [18].

The authors explain that social capital associated with schools can reflect community
ties, but typically refer to the relationships that children form with school teachers that
can facilitate educational outcomes. However, the authors of the study which was aimed
to compare the importance of family and school social capital for academic achievements
found that family social capital was more important than school social capital in the United
States [30]. Moreover, a pre-pandemic study in Norway found that both parent-student
and teacher-student relationships, but not teacher help are significant predictors of student
academic achievements [31]. These different results might be explained by differences
in the societies in which the population was investigated. For instance, Bassani’s study
revealed that school social capital in Japan was a stronger predictor for academic success
in comparison with family social capital than in the United States, though both were
significant predictors [32]. In any case, parents and schools share the responsibility of
educating children, and social capital derived from different contexts complement each
other and this illustrates the saying that “it takes a village to raise a child”. Social capital is
usually created in multiple contexts and interacts in the process of producing outcomes.
For example, capital developed in families interacts with capital developed at school
to produce academic success, so more positive school social environments compensate
the negative effects of destructive relationships within the family or vice versa. Beyond
this interaction, the results of hierarchical regression in the current study also revealed
that parental support and relationships with parents were important positive predictors
for certain academic success indicators, namely the average grade, perceived academic
achievements, the importance of being good at learning, learning motivation, satisfaction
with distance learning. Thus, family and school social capital may work both together and
independently to affect students’” academic success.

In addition to family and teachers, other factors at school appeared to be important
for academic success. For instance, the current study identified that social network—
supportive social connections, and support from classmates predicted better average
grades, reciprocity at school predicted lower workload perception and communication
with friends online besides better average grade predicted higher perceived academic
outcomes, the importance of being good at learning, satisfaction with distance learning and
general learning satisfaction. However, the relationship with peers and horizontal school
trust, which represents trust in schoolmates, controlling for sociodemographic and other
social capital variables did not emerge as the significant predictors. Other studies also
suggest that investments in peer social capital offer relatively little in return to contribute
to academic success. Neither of the studies performed in Norway or Romania revealed the
significant effect of peer-derived social capital for academic achievements [22].

The results of other studies imply that the COVID-19 pandemic fostered educational
inequality along the achievement dimension [31]. Nevertheless, the results of the current
study highlight the impact teachers can make in lessening the inequalities in education.
Despite the argument of some authors, that children’s learning outcomes mostly depend on
the family environment [33], parental education [34], but not on schools, the current study
confirmed that teachers are also very important agents in students’ life and might contribute
to the more successful educational outcomes which play a role as a social elevator reducing
the gaps occurring because of family socioeconomic status.

The results also point out the emergent importance of the relationship with teachers in
the context of distance learning, given that the results of the previous study in the same
country, before the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2018, did not highlight vertical trust, which
reflects trust in teachers, as an important predictor of academic achievement. Instead,
family social support, the horizontal trust which represents trust in peers, and reciprocity
at school were significant for academic achievements in the earlier report [35]. Some other
studies before the pandemic also explained teachers’ contribution to students” academic
success in terms of teachers’ personal traits, organizational commitment, pedagogical



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2131

11 of 14

content knowledge, or the passion for education [36]. The results of the current study
led to the assumption that the context of distance learning, its related physical isolation,
and distance highlighted the importance of social connections for learning and learning
outcomes. Although social capital from parents and peers also matters, the relationship
with teachers emerges as the main and the most important source in supporting positive
attitude and outcomes in learning.

Along with social capital, psychological well-being is considered a precondition for
several outcomes, including academic success [35,37,38], however research reports con-
flicting results on this relationship. Studies reporting positive association were primarily
cross-sectional, focused on relational aspects of wellbeing and younger children [39]. The
current study, though also cross-sectional covered a larger age interval of schoolchildren
and was focused on a broader set of academic success indicators. Yet, the current study
indicated that being positively related and predicted by school social capital and social sup-
port, psychological well-being mediated the effect of the latter two for perceived academic
outcomes, the importance of being good at learning, learning satisfaction, and workload
perception and for learning motivation. The review of studies on the relationship of psy-
chological well-being and academic success also found that the link is strengthened by
social relations [40]. This might be also explained by Self-determination theory whose
main postulate states that the motivation for learning, and learning itself, is enhanced
when a supportive environment satisfies a student’s psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness [21].

The analysis of controlling factors in the relationship between social capital and
academic success revealed the negative effect of older age for the full set of studied academic
success indicators. While other studies are in line with these results and confirm that older
(senior) students have worse academic achievements [41], other studies explain that along
with negative age-academic success link, age is also negatively related to child-parent
interaction, but older student’s age helps build social capital outside the home (e.g., good
student-teacher relationship, which has a positive impact on achievement [42]. While boys
are more satisfied with distance learning and learning in general, girls have higher average
grades and a higher perception of the importance of being good at learning. These results
confirm the results of the previous study in Lithuania, which revealed that girls report
higher grade point averages [35].

Limitations

One of the main limitations of the study is its observational, cross-sectional nature.
The data used here does not allow for a unique impact of social capital for academic
success particularly during distance learning as the results might also reflect the general
relationships as they used to be before the pandemic. Thus, the data on how both social
capital and academic success might shift from pre-pandemic to a pandemic is beyond
the scope of this paper. However, the results of this study still definitely show that the
absence of physical contact with the teachers, even assuming it has not increased, is still
very important.

5. Conclusions

Middle school students and girls are more successful in an academic field than their
older counterparts from high school and boys. The relationships with teachers emerged as
a steady predictor in a range of academic success outcomes. Moreover, during the period
of distance learning, online communication with friends and parental support contributed
to academic success. The effect of social capital on academic success is mediated by
psychological well-being psychological well-being.

In the context of the disruption to education that occurred during the COVID pan-
demic, these findings appear to support the importance of close and trusting social ties,
especially between students and their teachers as well as parents for better learning out-
comes. Given that psychological wellbeing is a key factor for many positive life outcomes
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including academic success, it becomes especially important in times of crisis to maintain
mental health, and strengthening social ties should be a principal focus. The results of the
current study may aid policymakers and practitioners in developing intervention policies
and practices that focus resources where they will have the greatest benefit. Older and
male students should be specially addressed. Thus, by enhancing social capital at schools,
the social and organizational environment for students could be improved, which has a
positive impact on students’ psychological well-being and leads to students’ academic
success. The results would appear to support the proposition that the school is sustainable
if it is developing as an ecosystem, not solely focused on academic outcomes.

Policymakers are encouraged to develop and implement social capital strengthening
programs at the national, municipal, and local community levels, involving representa-
tives of the public sector, non-governmental organizations, members of schools and local
communities, experts with unique experience and representing different social, interests
of economic, cultural, religious, and linguistic groups. Policymakers and school leaders
should integrally strengthen the social capital at school along with students” achievements,
and monitor both. School leaders are encouraged to develop guidelines to strengthen the
development of social capital in the classroom, support for the students and parents, and
promote a culture of classroom ecosystem development. This study is the prerequisite for
further research on the influence of various factors on students’ socio emotional, psycholog-
ical, and cultural wellbeing and academic outcomes in mixed (online, offline) educational
settings. Intervention, longitudinal and experimental studies are needed to identify the
effect size of the impact of social capital on the students’ achievements.
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