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The learning environments’ social climate

I t is by now several decades that the research com-
munity is engaged in the study around the topic of 
learning environments. One of the firsts contribu-

tors was Dewey, who identified an environment as the 
sum of “those conditions that promote or hinder, stim-
ulate or inhibit, the characteristic activities of a living 
being” (Dewey, 1916, p. 45). In this sense, an environ-
ment is seen as a “medium” which plays a fundamental 
role as facilitator or inhibitor of learning processes and 
social interactions. A concept of classroom emerges 
as a “systemic environment” (Moos, 1979) organized 
in four variables: physical environment, organization 
elements, characteristics of classrooms’ actors and 
social climate. For Moos, social climate doesn’t rep-
resent simply one of the variables but it’s considered 
as “the main mediator of the other three’s influences” 
(Moos, 1979, p. 10), an ensemble that the researcher 

Abstract
Young pre-teens attending junior high schools are go-
ing through a very delicate period: they are not just en-
gaged in a new and more complex school career, but 
they are also engaged in their daily tasks of training and 
negotiating their identities and their roles in the differ-
ent peer groups. This complex scenario is expanded by 
their first experiences, far from the eyes of adults, with 
technologies: tools that add, on the relational universe 
just described, an existential dimension that opens 
up new forms of communication mediated by digital 
contexts. The contributions presents a research run in 
2 Italian and 2 French schoos, which involved 365 stu-
dents and 21 teachers in order to provide an answer to 
these questions: Is there an influence of the technolo-
gies on the relational dynamics that occur between stu-
dents and students and between students and teachers? 
Which kind of relationship? Which kind of relational 
dynamics and of technologies are involved? Is there an 
influence between the relationships mediated by digital 
contexts and the social climate of a learning environ-
ment? Which kind of relationship?

Is there an influence between the relationships 
mediated by digital contexts and learning 
environments’ social climate? A research in Italian 
and French secondary schools.
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their development: not only are they facing a new and 
more challenging school career, but they are also en-
gaged in shaping and negotiating their identities and 
their roles. Pre-adolescents seek primarly two things: 
autonomy from their adult models (Winnicott, 1961) 
and the recognition of their peers (Iaquinta & Salvo, 
2017). At this already-enough-complex “emotional 
storm” (Winnicott, 1961), has been added an layer of 
complexity represented by technologies (boyd, 2014; 
Ito et al., 2010). Youngsters, 11-15 years of age, are 
experiencing the use of ICTs and social media more 
and more, and this happens far from their parents vig-
ilence,  and instead, in their rooms or when they are 
outside as well as when they are at school. 

A dialogic model
Being a teen in the networked age is “complicat-
ed”(boyd, 2014) but also so full of new communication 
opportunities. Now youngsters can interact seamlessly 
with their peers, from the very moment where they 
wake up, till they go to bed (Caron & Caronia, 2007). 
They don’t interact anymore exclusively through tradi-
tional face-to-face exchanges, but through exchanges 
mediated by digital contexts. 

Within this framework, a classroom can be con-
sidered as an intersection between physical and digi-
tal contexts, and it’s in a relationship of reciprocal in-
fluence with the universe of relational dynamics that 
interest students, teachers and families. Similarly, the 
relational dynamics involved can also be seen as an 
intersection between four dimensions of interaction: 
inside class, outside class, face-to-face and online re-
lational dynamics. 

considers open: determined not only by internal fac-
tors (rules, relationships inside the classroom, school’s 
policies…) but also external (families, extra-scholastic 
contexts…) (Renati & Zanetti, 2009).

It is in the frame of this debate that one can find 
the concept of social climate, a concept widely ap-
proached by researchers, often associated to “ecolog-
ic” terms like “atmosphere”, “environment” or “milieu.” 
Parker and Kaltsounis (1986) consider it a relational 
atmosphere established by all the interaction’s mod-
els inside a class (decision making processes, students’ 
participation models, way of dealing with problems 
…). More recently, Ambrose and his group (2010) 
identified it as the “ensemble of intellectuals, social, 
emotional and phys-
ical milieux where 
students learn”. One of 
the most comprehen-
sive definitions come 
from Allodi (2010): 
she uses the termi-
nology of  “Learning 
Enrivonments’ Social 
Climate” (LESC) to 
define all those psy-
cho-social charac-
teristics of learning 
environments which 
model the relation-
ships teachers-students and students-peers. Her work, 
in line with others like Adelman & Taylor (2005), 
Chiari (1994) and Genovese & Kanisza (1989), iden-
tifies as elements that impact on LESC, students’ and 
teachers’ expectations and behaviours, teachers’ com-
munication and classroom management’s style and in-
terpersonal relationships and group dynamics.

Even if one can find materials about the influence 
of ICTs on learning processes, it’s not possible to state 
the same regarding the influence of ICTs in schools 
on a social-relational angle. In other words, there’s a 
lack of findings in scientific literature, regarding the 
influence of the interactions that take place on digital 
contexts on the learning environments’ social climate.

These interactions, though, play a key role 
among the very dense relational network that one can 
find in contexts like secondary schools, where pre-ad-
olescents (11-15) are living a very delicate moment of 
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in consideration with a profound, critical and honest 
gaze. One of biggest issue is that normally ICTs are 
allowed in schools only for educational and cognitive 

purposes, so the trend is to ignore or forbid everything 
that concerns a different use of them.

The point of the research was to: give a phenom-
enological overview of the issue which would help 
professionals in the field of education to have a better 
understanding of the influence of digital-contexts-me-
diated-relationships on social climate in educational 
settings; raise a reflection on the lack of consideration 
of digital-contexts-mediated-relationships among the 
elements that determine, or which have some kind of 
influence, on the social climate of learning environ-
ments; hypothesise some pedagogical priority, and 
some possible future research development.

The research-questions that guided the entire 
work are as follows:

•   Is there an influence of the technologies 
on the relational dynamics that occur be-
tween students and students and between 
students and teachers? Which kind of re-
lationship? Which kind of relational dy-
namics and of technologies are involved?

•   Is there an influence between the relation-
ships mediated by digital contexts and the 
social climate of a learning environment? 
Which kind of relationship?

The work here described have mainly a phe-
nomenological approach, but it’s been denoted by an 
“integrated” perspective which seen a mixed research 
methodology of both quantitative and qualitative ap-
proaches (Creswell, 2015; Greene, 2002, 2008; John-
son, 2014).

The research described in this contribution last-
ed for four years (from October 2014 till March 2018) 
and took place in two Italian and two French public 
secondary schools placed in centered neighborhoods, 

Going deep in the problematization, two catego-
ries of digital contexts have been identified: Official 
Digital Contexts (ODC), and Non-Official Digital 
Context (NoDC).

ODCs gather all those digital 
environments provided officially, 
and formally recognized as valid for 
work and school-related practices 
and exchanges, by school institutes. 
To this categorization belong el-
ements such as electronic platforms used to manage 
the class-register, Learning Content Management Sys-
tems, communication systems between teachers, par-
ents, students, and other services for cloud computing 
and collaborative online work. 

NoDCs include all those platforms and digital 
environments that are spontaneously used by stu-
dents, teachers and parents which are not formally 
recognized, nor provided, by school institutes. Some 
examples are IM services like WhatsApp, Facebook 
Messenger and other social media like Snapchat or 
Instagram.

These digital contexts have a relationship of con-
tinuity with physical and offline ones: it’s really difficult 
that one particular dynamic belongs exclusively to an 
offline or an online ODC/NoDC context. The individ-
uals involved are the same and, if an information—a 
bad note—is issued by a specific official or non-official 
digital context or via written or face-to-face commu-
nication, this will have in all cases consequences and 
reactions in all the rest of the contexts.

The research
With all the new opportunities that ICT have brought, 
peoples—and of course students, too—have more and 
more occasions to interact in many ways. This thick 
and seamless network of interactions assumes an exis-
tential dimension which cannot be embanked neither 
from the boundaries of the class, neither relegated to 
the scholastic schedules, beyond the sense of place and 
time (Meyrowitz, 1986).

The use of group chats, the fact that teens don’t 
separate from their devices not even when they’re at-
tending lessons are only few of the problems that are 
connected to the presence of ICTs in schools. Issues 
and concerns that are becoming more and more diffi-
cult to analyze and to manage which need to be taken 

The use of group chats, the fact that teens don’t separate from their 
devices not even when they’re attending lessons are only few of the 
problems that are connected to the presence of ICTs in schools. . 
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hand some other teachers stated that in any case their 
involvement is inevitable and key:

“Forbid? No… you can’t forbid anything, not 
anymore… even ourselves are knee-dipped 
into it! I think that we can, and we have to 
show to our kids a different way to use tech-
nology, more just…” (Italian teacher)

“Well… it’s certainly not because we 
are forbidding it that our kids won’t use 
their smartphones in class. It’s not a matter 
of forbidding, but a matter of sharing rules 
and mutual trust…” (French teacher)

From the students
The majority of the students reached by the research 
personally possess a mobile device (84% first, 93% 
second, 96% third, 100% fourth school year). Despite 
concerns of parental control of online practices, most 
of the students (57% first, 50% second, 69% third, 73% 
fourth school year) are free from parental vigilance 
when they are connected to their mobile devices. In 
this case, 76% of subjects bring their mobiles at school 
(58% first, 74% second, 86% third and fourth school 
year) and declared to use it also during breaks, such 
as when they go to the bathroom and during some 
lessons. It’s interesting that the most popular uses are 
to interact with others, to entertain themselves and to 
do other things such as control social media or take 
pictures or videos.

 
Students consider ODCs as useful tools only for 

educational purposes work and for those communi-
cations with teachers only connected to school. They 
found this digital contexts very unpractical for the re-
lational exchanges with their peers mainly for the fol-
lowing reasons: this spaces are strictly controlled by 

but relatively close to the suburbs in order to ensure 
a balanced social-economical background mix due to 
the presence of privileged and low-privileged families.

From the teachers
From the data analysis collected from teachers 
emerged that ODCs are considered very useful and 
secure tools for: 

•   official exchanges with other colleagues, 
with students and with student’s parents: 
the fact that these digital contexts are pro-
vided by schools, and the fact that teacher 
can monitor all the communications give 
them more confidence;

•   managing the class in terms of keeping 
track of tasks and materials;

•   creating and setting new learning condi-
tions;

•   foster student’s motivation, by dealing 
with technologies;

•   develop Media and Information Literacy 
among students.

On the other hand, NoDCs suffer of more mis-
trust. The reasons of this divide  are found within the 
following elements:

•   lack of controllability of these environ-
ments;

•   NoDCs are perceived as the most relevant 
source of distraction;

•   students are not aware of the risks con-
nected to the use of NoDCs;

•   misuses of NoDCs by parents (group 
chats used to discuss superficially about 
school’s issues, conflicts…)

The issue of teachers’ involvement in monitor-
ing involvement in monitoring and managing all the 
potential problems that may come from digital con-
texts was one of the most important. Some teachers 
mentioned a privacy issue and reported that NoDCs 
are perceived as an element of intrusion into their per-
sonal lives. Some teachers indicated they don’t want to 
mix professional with personal life, but on the other 

For what purposes do you use 
your mobile during schooltime?
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teachers, usually they don’t allow group conversations, 
but only one-to-one exchanges and they are not user 
friendly in terms of mobile accessibility. 

The students indicatd in the research that they 
prefer to use NoDC. They use these spaces seamlessly 
both from school and from home to interact with their 
friends, classmates and families. Most frequenlty men-
tioned was meeting up with classmates to help each 
other for homeworks or for in-class tests, or simply to 
stay in constant contact with friends and classmantes 
when they are home. Another notable aspect is the 
intense use of groupchats. Each class has at least one 
or two groupchats simultaneously that are used for 
exchange jokes, pictures, funny videos, homeworks’ 
hints, but sometimes insults, and controversies.

 

Regarding controversies and conflicts, we pro-
pose a comparison between two histograms which 
show that NoDCs are a more fertile terrain for in class 
conflicts or unpleasant situations than ODCs: the dark 
column represents the unpleasant in class situations 
that are related to ODCs’ exchanges and the lightered 
one those related to NoDC.

 Of particular interest are the answers of those 
who wrote and talked about which kind of unpleas-
ant situations have actually happened. In ODC these 
situations are mainly linked to misunderstanding be-
tween classmates or workgroups and stolen passwords 
in NoDC are more related to arguments between indi-
viduals and some members of a group chat, misunder-
standings coming from jokes, or mocks and insults. 
Another aspect to underline is the feeling of being cut 
out from group chats: 45 students declared that they 
actually feel excluded by these groups and this was 
hurtful to them. 

The processes just described reveal a relationship 
of mutual influence between classroom everyday life 
and digital contexts used. In each group interview 
emerged episodes of in-class conflicts started from 
digital arguments, and vice versa, and this cannot not 
have a sort of influence on the LESC.

Main conclusions
The formal educational contexts—more specifically, 
secondary schools—have more and more become in-
terconnected environments (online and offline) where 
students, teachers and families are plunged into a very 
complex and seamlessly changing intersections be-
tween ODCs and NoDCs. A very complex situation to 
analyze and to regulate that makes the issue of Digital 
Context Mediated Relational Dynamics one of the pri-
orities among the educational challenges of the next 
years.

From the data collected emerge a small but 
quite interesting scenario where secondary schools’ 
students possess and bring their smartphones inside 
classrooms’ walls, where events that occur in digital 
contexts are not marooned into a “cloud” but have an 
important influence on classroom’s social climate.

In conclusion, presented here are some of the 
next priorities that formal education system 
will need to take into account in order to give 
an answer to the issues described in this con-
tribution. The first one would be including 
Digital Context Mediated Relational Dynam-
ics into the debate around the Learning Envi-
ronments’ Social Climate. Too often ICTs are 
considered only in relation with learning and 
cognitive processes and very few in correla-
tion to social-relational dynamics.  Prioritize 

Number of groupchats per class

Are you aware of unpleasant inclass situations 
related to Digital Contexts’ exchanges?
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teacher training to face these new situations, not with 
“old rituals” (Meirieu, 2015), but with new ones. Very 
often the first reaction is to forbid and to build walls, 
but, as one of the teacher’s interviewed reported, it’s 
impossible and counter-productive to forbid what it’s 
impossible to forbid. A good way could be including 
these dynamics into educational practices and see 
them not as a problem but as educational opportuni-
ties; of course, trainings initiatives won’t have an im-
pact if families are not involved with specific trainings 
around the topic.

Lastly, it is important to work with students in 
their mediated real-world environments where all the 
processes and negotiations are at play. Further, pro-
moting Digital Citizenship Education projects and 
Media and Information Literacy initiatives is para-
mount to have future students and citizens aware of 
the risks and of the opportunities offered by digital 
technologies. i
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