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Abstract

In response to the need for transformative changes in education, this research delves
into the concept of an ideal school, exploring the perspectives of students and the me-
ta-perspectives of their teachers.

The sample for the quantitative study consisted of 4909 students from the last two
grades (51.9% girls) who study in Macedonian (61.4%), Albanian (33.9%), or Turkish (4.7%)
language of instruction, as well as 4783 teachers (72% females) who teach in grades 4-9 in
Macedonian (61.9%), Albanian (36.9%), or Turkish (1.2%), from 119 different primary schools
in the country. Additionally, 93 students from 9 selected schools, whose language of in-
struction is Macedonian (78.5%) or Albanian (22.5%), participated in focus groups, thus
providing data for in-depth qualitative analysis.

The results from the quantitative analysis emphasize students’ priorities, such as clean
toilets, internet access, and a reduced number of subjects in the curricula. The findings
from the focus group discussions, on the other hand, highlight students’ desire for a more
engaging and practical curriculum, emphasizing their need for skill development over
theoretical knowledge. The study also uncovers students’ dissatisfaction with the prevail-
ing teaching methods, advocating for more interactive and enjoyable learning experienc-
es. Generally, teachers are well informed on students’ preferences and expectations.

The findings align with key educational theories and contemporary discussions on stu-
dent-centered, engaging, and inclusive learning environments. The research sheds light
on students’ perspectives and aspirations, providing valuable insights for educators and
policymakers aiming to create a more inclusive and student-centric educational system.
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Introduction

As we are facing the growing need for more radical changes in the realm of
education, the concept of the ideal school emerges as a compelling subject of
interest for research. The term “ideal” goes way beyond the physical infrastruc-
ture or the curriculum, and it encompasses the overall feeling of well-being and
connectedness to the school.

Although child-centered pedagogical activities such as collaborative learning,
participation, and active involvement are promoted and supported by all rele-
vant policy documents, the actual conditions of learning environments may not
always effectively uphold these concepts. Students’ perspectives on this matter
are often overlooked, even as their behaviors within the school setting are con-
sistently monitored. This attitude towards their thoughts and needs contributes
to the ongoing alienation of students from the school and a disconnection from
the values of the educational system. In a decade when formal schooling is en-
countering significant challenges- stemming from the redefinition of education-
al delivery after the COVID period and the proliferation of high-tech devices that
provide access to vast amounts of information- it is crucial to enhance the ap-
peal and relevance of the traditional school setting.

In line to improve the overall school setting, this research is focused on iden-
tifying children’s views of an ideal learning environment in the light of the spec-
ified research questions, i.e., one that focuses on their physical, educational, and
socio-emotional welfare. It aims to shed light not only on the perspectives of
students on how schools could be transformed so that it catalyzes nurturing cre-
ativity, critical thinking, and social responsibility but at the same time, to find
whether their teachers are familiar with the respective ideas and the needs of
their students. The ultimate rationale of this endeavor is to inform officials and
policymakers, thereby helping them to create and implement changes in curric-
ula, methods, and physical environments that would help effective learning and
development.

As we navigate through this exploration, we will consider diverse perspec-
tives, drawing on educational theories, empirical studies, and the experiences of
educators and students. The theoretical framework for understanding the com-
ponents of an ideal school can be synthesized from several key educational and
psychological theories.

Following the sociocultural theory relies on Vygotsky’s ideas that emphasize
the social context of learning and the importance of socio-emotional support
(Rieber & Carton, 1987; Vygotsky, 1978), in an ideal school, fostering collaborative
learning environments where students actively construct knowledge through in-
teraction and dialogue is of utmost importance.
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Further, Maslow’s framework (Maslow, 1962) suggests that individuals must
satisfy their fundamental requirements before progressing to more advanced
ones. A well-designed educational institution should establish a setting that ad-
dresses students’ basic needs, such as physiological well-being, safety, a sense of
belonging, and esteem. This approach facilitates the exploration of self-actual-
ization through the educational experience.

Another important view that had a huge impact on educational policies is Da-
vid Kolb’s model (Kolb, 1984). It highlights the cyclical nature of learning through
concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and ac-
tive experimentation. An ideal school should incorporate experiential learning
methods, encouraging hands-on exploration and reflection.

One of the most recent theories that shed light on what an optimal educa-
tional environment consists of is Seligman’s theory on aspects of well-being (Se-
ligman, 2011). According to this view, schools should give precedence to the emo-
tional welfare of students by nurturing positive emotions, fostering meaningful
connections, and cultivating a sense of accomplishment.

There is a growing body of literature that reveals the characteristics of an
“ideal school” for children based on experts’ opinions rather than on descrip-
tions of children’s opinions on the most optimal learning environment from
their perspective. For example, Flutter & Rudduck (2006) reminded policymakers
of the importance of consulting students in the process of improving the phys-
ical environment of the school, whereas Kénings et al. (2005) advocated for the
relevance of mutual participation of both students and teachers in designing a
good learning environment. Many studies (Flutter, 2006; Kangas, 2010; Bnce et
al., 2022; Martin & Murtagh, 2015; Piispanen, 2008; Ridgers et al., 2012) also high-
lighted the importance of the physical spaces of the school for children’s physi-
cal activity needs such as play and sports.

Empirical data on what ideal school means for students reveal that cross-cul-
turally, they have rather homogenous ideas on this concept. According to the
meta-analytical study carried out by Roorda et al. (2011), the most important
feature of an ideal school, especially for younger students and for girls, is the
positive teacher-student relationships. Another important feature of the ide-
al school, from the perspective of students is that schools should be a fun and
happy environment and a place where they should socialize while learning new
things (Calp, 2020; Sezer & Can, 2020). Students believe that such an atmosphere
will contribute to their enthusiasm to study and will result in effective learning.

Although it has been found that teachers, much more than students tend
to stress the importance of teaching methods for schools to become ideal (Pi-
ispanen, 2008), according to several studies (eg. Alnajdawi, 2019; Croplay, 2004;
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Kangas, 2010), students prefer collaborative, engaging and interesting teaching
methods in comparison to traditional teaching. Students believe that the pro-
vision of a variety of activities to enable the avoidance of routine would moti-
vate the children to learn. Additionally, they expect that the subjects in curricula
must be various, interesting, and relatable to everyday challenges that they face
(Alnadjawi, 2019; Saljo, 2004).

An important characteristic of students’ envisions of an ideal school is that
they can be classified into different perspectives: fantasy and creativity, criti-
cal and emphatic imagination (Bland, 2012). In many studies, students expressed
themselves beyond the limits of realistic expectations. When asked about their
ideas of an ideal school, students expressed two kinds of fantasies: those based
on fulfilling gaps in their needs (better playground, more or better learning mate-
rials, and approaches) and those that are creative and beyond basic needs. Exam-
ples of such ideas are schools open for animals, an opportunity to learn without
effort, or be equipped with hi-tech devices (Ince et al., 2022; Kangas, 2010).

Method

The research was based on a mixed methods approach. While the question-
naires with close-ended questions enabled us to compare and generalize the re-
sults, we also aimed to hear students’ authentic voices on their visions of how
they envisage an “ideal” school and to contextualize the responses gained by the
structured questions.

Participants

The research sample was drawn from 119 primary schools from 56 different
municipalities, which represents 34.7% of the total number of primary schools in
the country. One-quarter of them (26.1%) were schools with two or more languag-
es of instruction whereas 43% of them were located countryside.

A total number of 4909 students from the last two grades (51.9% girls) who
study in Macedonian (61.4%), Albanian (33.9%), or Turkish (4.7%) in the included
primary schools and a total number of 4783 teachers (72% females) who teach in
grades 4-9 in Macedonian (61.9%), Albanian (36.9%), or Turkish (1.2%) in the same
schools participated as respondents of the survey.

The qualitative data was gathered from 93 students (56% girls) from 9 differ-
ent schools (8 located in urban areas). They study either in Macedonian (77.5%) or
Albanian language (22.5%), and all of them previously participated in the quanti-
tative study.
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Instruments

The questionnaire administered to students consisted of 9 main close-ended
questions. Depending on the number of alternatives offered, students had the
opportunity to choose two or three answers.

The corresponding questionnaire for teachers contained the same 9 ques-
tions, formulated to identify teachers’ perspective on their students’ view and
one more on what teachers themselves consider to be the most important change
that is needed so that schools could change towards being “ideal”. Although it is
not exactly the original meaning of the term, we labeled their view as ‘meta-per-
spective”.

Both questionnaires also included several relevant demographic questions
and were prepared in Macedonian, Albanian, and Turkish languages.

The focus group discussions were based on a semi-structured protocol and it
consisted of ten open-ended main questions, parallel in meaning to those asked
in the questionnaire through a closed format.

Procedure

The instruments were uploaded to Google Forms as separate versions for the
students and teachers of the respective languages of instruction. The question-
naires were answered electronically, via mobile phones or on school computers,
anonymously, and during classes. The collection of both quantitative and quali-
tative data took place during November and December 2023.

Data analysis

Given the study objectives and the large number of included participants, we
presented the quantitative results by direct comparison of percentages. When
the comparisons were made across different languages of instruction, the group
of students and teachers who responded in Turkish should be considered only as
an additional illustration due to their disproportionally smaller size within the
overall sample.

The qualitative data were analyzed thematically. They were presented as an
addition to the relevant quantitative findings to provide a deeper understanding
of the phenomenon. Quotations used to illustrate the findings of the qualitative
analysis are presented as close as possible to their original form.
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Results

Quantitative analysis

Given the study objectives and the large number of included participants,
the quantitative results are presented by direct comparison of percentages. Re-
sponses given by at least one-third of the respondents are emphasized as signifi-
cant. The responses are used to describe students’ perceptions of an ideal school
(how students envisage an ideal school) and compare these perceptions with the
teachers’ meta-perceptions (what teachers see as students’ perceptions of an ide-
al school).

Figure 1.
Infrastructure of an ideal school -% (max 2 answers)

I 28.4

proper size of the classroom 233

proper temperature and brightness in the  mEEEeesssssss——— 11 1
classroom 57.6

neat schoolyard ﬂ 17.0
: e 51.1
clean toilets 28.1

: I 34.0
functional gym 387

. s 10.0
available sports field 12.4

; EE 50
something else 3.0

M students’ perception teachers’' metaperception

When it comes to the school infrastructure, half of the students believe that
an ideal school should have clean toilets, and a considerable number of them
responded that the physical conditions in the classroom and functional gym are
also desired (Figure 1). On the other hand, most of their teachers believe that the
students’ priorities for an ideal school are reduced to physical conditions in the
classroom and functional gym.
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Figure 2.
Equipment in the classrooms of an ideal school -% (max 2 answers)

- I 550
intemet | 479

I, 37.0
1 311

computers

- I 179
projector ————7 179

I 43 .2
1 45.7

equipment and materials for experiments

I 9.0

smart board 322

something else 54695

M students’ perception [ teachers' metaperception

Regarding the equipment in the classroom of an ideal school, the majority of
the students consider internet access as a priority (Figure 2). Students would also
like to have access to resources for conducting experiments and computers. The
teachers believe that their students prioritize only internet access and equip-
ment/resources for experiments, while projectors, smart boards, and computers
are not that high on their list of necessities for an ideal school.

Figure 3.
Subjects in the curricula of an ideal school - % (max 2 answers)

I, 3.2

reducing the number of subjects | 365

I 415.5
1 353

studying only subjects that are important

teaching subjects that are interesting to T 10 >

students 1 46.1
allowing students to choose which subjects TS 105
to study ] 36.3

- E— 1) 3
Justlike now == 197

M students’ perception [ teachers' metaperception
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According to students, an ideal school should differ from the actual school in
the subjects taught (Figure 3). They would like to have fewer subjects and study
only those that are important. They prioritize subjects that are interesting for
them and would be happy to have an opportunity to choose the subjects to study.
The teachers have made good estimates of their students’ perceptions of the sub-
jects, the only difference being the level of importance assigned to the included
options.

Figure 4.
Contents of the subjects in an ideal school - % (max 2 answers)

I 37.0

leaming fewer things, but more deeply

1 41.0
avoid memorizing definitions and I 257
enumerations I 22 .9
leaming things that are useful in everyday D 611
life 1704
teaching things that are important to young S 45 4
people I 35.1
just like now :-5 110'1

B students' perception [ teachers' metaperception

From the list of possible preferences on the subject contents in an ideal
school, students have chosen to focus on things that are useful in everyday life
and things that are important to young people, as well as to learn fewer things
but more thoroughly (Figure 4). Teachers’ beliefs about their students’ expecta-
tions of an ideal school are pretty close to the students’ priorities, even though
they emphasize useful things more and underestimate the students’ need to
learn about things that are important for young people.
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Strategies of effective learning in an ideal school -% (max 3 answers)

engaging in research and project activities
during classes

using worksheets and other teaching
material during classes

participating in discussions during classes

working in small groups of students

repeating the lessons after being taught by
the teacher

leaming from textbooks at home

doing the homework given by the teachers

just like now

I 69.6
173.5

I 20.8

M students' perception

[ teachers' metaperception

The majority of students believe that their engagement in research and pro-

ject activities during classes would be the best way to learn in an ideal school.
They also find small group work and class discussions as preferable facilitators
in the learning process. Figure 5 also shows that teachers are successful in as-
sessing their students’ preferences when it comes to effective learning strate-

gies.

Figure 6.
How should teachers grade in an ideal school

having all students receive the grades they
deserve

using more descriptive than numerical
grades

using only the test scores when formulating
the grade

taking into account the students’
acomplishment in other activities of the

just like now

-% (max 1 answer)

T 42.8

] 55.1
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. 3.1
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d 34

I 29.4

(N 8.7

N 9.2
047

@ students' perception

Oteachers' metaperception
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In an ideal school (Figure 6), most students would expect to be objectively
graded. The majority of teachers recognize students’ preference in assessing
their accomplishments.

Figure 7.

Teachers’ attitudes and behavior in an ideal school - % (max 3 answers)

teaching in an interesting way _I %Old:%

making an effort for students to learn during = 34 3
classes —— N} 31

assessing students' acomplishments fairly 5&337'0

respecting students' opinion _|3 356

treating students with respect :_I16.6 26.6

expressing understanding of students' === 733

problems 1 206
treating students equally, regardless of whoe === 751
their parents are ] 39.0

; ; I 11.0
preventing violence among students ——, 154

P = 6.3
justlike now —",%

@ students' perception O teachers' metaperception

Concerning teachers’ attitudes and behavior in an ideal school (Figure 8), the
majority of students envisage teachers who teach interestingly, and the majority
of the teachers acknowledge their preference. Students also emphasize as their
priorities that the teachers should grade them fairly, respect their opinions, and
have them learn in class. More than one-third of the teachers recognize the stu-
dents’ expectation to have their opinions respected but overestimate students’
need to be treated equally regardless of their family background.
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Students’ attitudes and behavior in an ideal school- % (max 3 answers)

being more obedient
being more disciplined
cooperating more with each other

fighting against school violence

expressing their opinion without hurting
others

being more motivated to learn and acquire
knowledge

being more interested in all school activities

socializing more, without splitting into
separate groups

just like now

40.8
1 255

I 51.8
1 43.2

I 43.0
1 451

I 19.7
1174

e 30.3
1 36.9

I 4.6

1 351

I 18.8
1 244

I 1.1
1224

= 6.8
23

Estudents’ perception

O teachers' metaperception

To transform the actual school into

an ideal one, students believe that they

themselves have to become more disciplined, more cooperative with each other,
and more obedient (Figure 8). Teachers’ perceptions of their students’ expecta-
tions overlap with the first two behaviors/attitudes but collide when it comes
to students’ obedience. Additionally, teachers overemphasize the students’ an-
ticipation of their motivation to learn and acquire knowledge and the way they

express their opinions.
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Figure 9.
Most important transformations of actual schools - % (max 1 answer)
I 469

physical conditions in schools ] 41.4
1 345

the subjects being taught T/ 11.4 '

— 1938
B 6.3
the content of the subjects that are taught T/ 12.4
] 17.1
e 11.0
teaching and learning T/ 17.0
e 16.7
I 6.4
teachers' attitudes and behaviour T 4.5
144 @ students’
perception
] ) /9.1
students' attitudes and behaviour T/ 10.3 Oteachers'
————1146 metaperception
B 49 .
nothing should be changed 3 3.0 Oteachers
29 perception

When asked about the most important change that actual schools should un-
dergo to approximate an ideal school, students’ answers are concentrated on the
improvement in their physical conditions. The same transformation is also sug-
gested by teachers (teachers’ perception), but they are not that convinced, even
though they recognize it as a priority of their students (teachers’ misconception).

Qualitative analysis

When asked about an ideal school, the first thing that comes to students’
minds is that they expect better physical conditions in which the teaching takes
place. There are two dominant visions of how schools could be better: one re-
fers to basic equipment and space, and the other one to hygiene, especially in
toilets. Although the term ideal was sufficiently stressed, it was worrisome that
only one student expressed a more “daring” imagination and stated that such
a school should have its swimming pool. All other students talked either about
wider classrooms, school canteens, playgrounds and lockers, or newer technol-
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ogy in classrooms, more precisely computers and smart boards. These are some
statements that reflect such extremely modest expectations:

“There should be enough desks and chairs for everyone, the blackboards
should be new?”. (f)

“(I would like) smart boards and everything should be clean, not dirty”. (f)

“We need to have lockers and a canteen”. (m)

“It’s not bad like this, but the toilets are falling apart and they should be
clean”. (f)

Conversations about the school curriculum were notably more dynamic, with
students expressing heightened interest in sharing their concerns, needs and
perspectives on the modifications they believe should be implemented for an ide-
al school setting. Their complaints centered on the number of subjects they have
to take, and subsequently, they raised concerns about the substance or content
of the subjects. In an ideal school, with no exceptions, all participating children
would expect fewer subjects per academic year.

“I would expect fewer subjects. No more than ten”. (f)

“Regarding the subjects, oh, I think there are more than there should be. For
us, in the ninth grade, fifteen subjects are really too many because we need to
pay a lot of attention to all of them”... (m)

“Only the most basic subjects should be studied, biology, chemistry, mathe-
matics, mother tongue, foreign languages, and physics for example so that we
can have physical activity”. (f)

Rather than delving into abstract concepts that seem disconnected or irrel-
evant to their everyday lives, students prefer to engage with more practical, in-
teresting, and applicable content in their studies. They think that the idea of in-
troducing elective subjects that are practical, oriented towards physical activity,
personal growth and mental health, or life-skills is a great one for a school that
they would love to go to. What stands out prominently is their earnest effort
to convey their desire for acquiring new and relevant knowledge. They empha-
size the necessity for this learning to primarily revolve around skill development
rather than a mere accumulation of theoretical information. Furthermore, they
stress the importance of a clear connection between the acquired skills and their
practical application in real, everyday life. These are illustrative statements:

“There should be a special subject where we would learn how to behave, to
learn things that will be useful in our everyday life. Things that would help us
solve problems when a difficulty arises in our life.” (f)

“I think we should have to improve the mental state. We all have thoughts
that bother us and someone can help us turn those dark thoughts into some-
thing we can express in a way.” (m)
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“I would like to have subject where we could learn how to light a fire in wilder-
ness, or how to provide a first aid” (m)

In line with that, students envisaged an ideal teaching approach that is in
a contrast to what they are dominantly faced with in reality. Briefly, they de-
scribe the dominant method of teaching to which they are exposed as “listening
to what teachers are saying or reading from power point presentations”. During
a typical class, a lesson is taught after which something as a summary is written
down and that is the core expected to be repeated as “knowledge”. They lack
active involvement, work in small groups, discussions, and most of all, oppor-
tunities for discovery learning and for enjoyable learning activities that relieve
stress and enable cooperation. Over half of the respondents said that enjoying
the learning process would require the use of a variety of teaching methods.
Similarly, they would like teachers to try to simplify the presentations, without
“unnecessary complications,” and to find more interesting content and ways of
conveying the knowledge. All this is in strong contrast to what the majority of
students describe that they currently experience. An illustration of this worri-
some ambiance is well reflected in this statement:

“Teachers should help us in learning and not be on the phone during the class.
Normally, they are also bored. In the middle of class, when the teachers feel like
it, they go outside, not because they have anything to do, but because they are
bored and go out to let the time pass”. (f, a)

Students would like to be heard and to be given the freedom to express them-
selves. They consider that this lack of sensitivity to their perspective is some-
thing that should not happen in a school they would like to belong to.

“Ahm, in the current state, students do not have the right to express them-
selves at school. From my own experience - I do not have the freedom to express
myself, let alone to behave freely. In an ideal (school), all students have the right
to say and should be heard”. (m)

“If we had the opportunity to express our opinion, then we would have also
known how teachers think about certain issues, and we could understand them
better” (f)

Students believe that in an ideal school setting, they should be more actively
engaged rather than treated merely as passive recipients. As one student says,
this should be more relevant participation, not just “the opinion about the school
uniforms”. In regards to participation, another subtheme appeared frequently as
an expressed concern. The majority of students who participated in the focus
groups feel that teachers give attention to only several students, usually those
who are teachers’ “favorites”. The others feel neglected even if they ask for ex-
planations or attention. Thus, an ideal school would be engaging for everyone.
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“I think that in order to have ideal teaching, every student should be involved
equally, because it is not only here, it is like that everywhere....for example, if you
don’t understand something, the teacher just rolls her eyes and won’t help you
explain”.

Alongside their desires for a decent physical environment and improved cur-
ricula and instructional methods, all students strongly stressed the importance
of social, emotional, and ethical aspects of the envisaged ideal school. The iden-
tified subcategories of this theme are: justice and equality respect, emotional
and physical safety, friendship, and happiness. In each of the focus groups, the
majority of children agreed that they would have felt better if all teachers treat-
ed them equally and with respect.

The importance of emotional safety as an aspect of well-being was evident
in children’s complaints about being exposed to unnecessary stress by teachers’
behaviors. We identified overlapping narratives of students describing teachers
who act in a manner that makes the majority of children feel threatened and
intimidated. Examples of these descriptions are the following:

“When the lesson is being taught by a teacher, it means - mhm, they shouldn’t
offend us, I have noticed that many teachers are like that and I think that it
should not be done as a practice” (m)

“(In an ideal school), the teachers should be more ... I mean, the teacher should
not insult us, scold us, but they should try to be calm and interactive and help us
if something is not clear to us”.(m)

Teachers should not yell at the students if they do something wrong, but just
tell them that this is wrong, you have it wrong, correct it. (f)

When we have a problem, the teachers should be considerate towards us and
help us to solve it, not just to attack us in such situations. (f)

“They (teachers) often threaten the students, for example, one teacher recent-
ly threatened my classmate, he said - I will beat you up, I will change your ap-
pearance and I will post you like that on social media. Then I will leave my job as
a teacher, as a real Boss.” (m)

“Last week, a friend of mine was insulted three times by three different teach-
ers for being a little chubby. When the blackboard had to be erased, the teacher
told her in front of us to go out and erase it, to move a little, to melt a layer of fat
that she had”. (f)

In one-third of schools, students reported that they do not feel physically safe
as well. Bullying is an everyday experience, and they feel that, except preaching
that this should not take place in and out of schools, school authorities do not do
much about it. As one student said, teachers do not bother much, “they will say
this is not good and sometimes they call the parents and that’s it”, which is very
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surprising because students report that “some students carry knives at schools”
and some “would punch you if you do not give them money”. A remarkable
discovery is that, when asked about their expectations regarding how an ideal
school should address this issue, students tended to attribute the largest part of
the responsibility to themselves as a group. While emphasizing the importance
of an ideal school as a secure space free from physical, verbal, and emotion-
al abuse towards children, they seldom express the expectation for teachers to
take control and ensure such an environment. They said that “students should
be more respectful towards each other”, “to treat each other equally, regard-
less of who is poorer or richer”, “to show understanding, especially for students
with disabilities because they are vulnerable” and “stand up for the peers when
(teachers) are disrespectful”.

All these young participants agreed that children are “not treated fairly at
school”. Teachers “pick their favorite students”, usually two or three who are
getting all of the attention and approval from them. This inequality reflects
mostly on how pupils are treated during classes, however, the culmination is in
the process of student assessment. Generally, students are very disappointed by
both the methods and the ethos of grading their academic achievement. They
complain that the grades are never based on the accumulation of different ac-
tivities, that only formal tests are taken into account, and that the grades are
completely unfair and do not reflect individual differences in knowledge. In the
words of one respondent, in an ideal school:

“Every student should be given the grade he deserves, without interventions
from parents ... bribes are accepted everywhere, we all know that there’s nothing
to hide, even though it’s a ticklish topic...” (m)

According to the majority of respondents, the ideal school should stimulate
an atmosphere of happiness. The first concern is reducing unnecessary stress.
Teachers are expected to be more sympathetic and patient, as well as respectful
and open-minded, with a pedagogically gentle approach and preferably, motivat-
ed to work.

“Something that would motivate students to learn a lot is to see a happy
teacher, it has a positive effect, and if he treats the students well they are not
always angry” (m, a)

“The student in the ideal student asks questions and receives answers from
the teacher. No one is mocked, and when you are not mocked you are more mo-
tivated, and others - when they see that the motivated student is respected, free,
asks questions and they will be motivated too”(f)
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Discussion

Students’s expectations regarding the physical environment resonate only to a
certain extent with the previous research (eg. Flutter & Rudduck, 2006; Kénings
et al.), showing that improving the physical environment is something that stu-
dents regularly prioritize when asked about their vision of an ideal school. How-
ever, qualitative data show a salient difference in the responses of this group
of students in comparison to the majority of previous studies. When granted
the freedom to articulate their ideal school without constraints, students in our
sample predominantly channeled their responses only towards realistic expecta-
tions, primarily centered on concerns related to hygiene and spatial conditions.
There was just one instance where imagination was expressed, exemplified by
the notion of an ideal school having its own swimming pool.

The findings of this study demonstrated that students were focused on high-
lighting the shortcomings of their existing order (criticism) and could hardly en-
visage perfect conditions, even in imagination. This absence of responses that
include bolder imagination might suggest hopelessness in students that their
voices matter. This finding is very much aligned with the results from the longi-
tudinal study on children’s health-related behavior, which showed a strong de-
cline in how much adolescents in the Republic of North Macedonia liked their
schools throughout the last decade (HBSC, in press). Following Maslow’s frame-
work on the hierarchy of needs, one might also conclude that students are still
very much fixated on their basic needs in the school environment, such as safety,
a sense of belonging, and esteem, whereas the higher needs are still in the back-
ground.

Students seemed to be preoccupied with the issue of safety and well-being in
schools. This aligns both with Seligman’s emphasis on emotional well-being and
with the socio-cultural theory’s focus on the social context of learning. Students
were also notably concerned with the lack of fairness, articulating this concern
through their expectations for more objectivity in grading and emphasizing the
importance of equal treatment, conveying worries about teachers favoring cer-
tain students. Teachers generally recognize this expectation, but there is a slight
discrepancy in the perceived importance of certain aspects, such as treating stu-
dents equally regardless of their family background. We identified a striking dif-
ference in the ascribed importance of protection from harassment from peers
and teachers in the quantitative versus qualitative data. While the absence of
stress, positive atmosphere and equal treatment were the most engaging topics
in the focus group discussions, quantitative data shows that much more atten-
tion is paid to the physical environment and the subjects being taught.
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Both quantitative and qualitative results underscore the importance of con-
necting subject contents with real life and delivering them by engaging and var-
ied teaching methods. Students express a preference for research and project
activities, small group work, and class discussions. This preference aligns with
Kolb’s experiential learning model the principles of active engagement and sev-
eral previous research findings (Fraser-Smith et al., 2021; Saljo, 2004).

An intriguing result from the quantitative analysis was that, generally, teach-
ers are well-informed on students’ preferences and expectations. Moreover,
some of the teachers’ responses reflected even closer to what has been discov-
ered by using the qualitative approach. For example, teachers’ acknowledgment
that students desire equal treatment and fair grading is better aligned with the
depth of responses on these matters in the focus group discussions than the stu-
dents’ responses expressed in percentages. While it is reassuring that teachers
are aware of their students’ needs and expectations, there is a concern that this
awareness does not translate into substantial efforts to bring about meaningful
change in the current educational setting.

In conclusion, the results of this research provide a comprehensive under-
standing of students’ and teachers’ perspectives on an ideal school. The find-
ings align with key educational theories and contemporary discussions on
student-centered, engaging, and inclusive learning environments. The recom-
mendations derived from this study could contribute to informing educational
policymakers and practitioners in fostering positive changes in schools to better
meet the needs and expectations of both students and teachers.

To transform the current (rather disappointing) educational setting into an
ideal school environment, several key initiatives should be undertaken. It is
imperative to prioritize the enhancement of physical conditions, allocating re-
sources for the improvement of basic equipment and space, with a specific focus
on ensuring cleanliness and comfort, especially in areas such as toilets. Diversi-
fying teaching methods is equally crucial, encouraging a variety of approaches
to make the learning process more engaging and enjoyable. Introducing elective
subjects that emphasize practical knowledge, personal growth, mental health,
and life skills can significantly contribute to a more comprehensive educational
experience. Reducing the subject load is essential for alleviating students’ work-
load, considering a potential reduction in the number of subjects per academic
year while concentrating on essential subjects are also steps that could improve
students’ well-being and motivation.

Active student participation should also be strengthened through the crea-
tion of opportunities for involvement in group discussions and discovery learn-
ing. Ensuring equal participation and attention to all students while avoiding
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favoritism is essential for a fair and inclusive educational environment. Along
with that, fostering equality and respect requires promoting equal treatment
and respect for all students, regardless of their backgrounds, especially by im-
proving the assessment system for objectivity and encouraging teachers to cre-
ate an atmosphere of fairness will substantially contribute to the improvement
of the school atmosphere.

The promotion of emotional and physical safety involves both implementing
strong anti-bullying measures and addressing teachers’ behaviors. In line with
that, encouraging teacher motivation by providing support and recognition for
teachers who contribute to a positive and engaging learning environment is vital
for sustaining a high-quality educational experience.
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3AMUCJIYBAJKU I'O OBPA3OBAHHMETO 11O CBOJA MEPA:
IMEPHEIINNWA HA YYEHUIIUTE 3A UIEAJIHOTO YUYW INIITE

Huxkonuua Kenur
Buonera IleTpocka Berniika

Kparka coppkuHa

Kako oprosop Ha rmorpebara op TpaHChOPMaATUBHMU IIPOMEHH BO 00pa30oBaHHUETO,
OBa HCTpa)kKyBale Io ajipecupa KOHIIEIITOT Ha WeajHO VUYWIUILTE, WCIIUTYBajKU T'U
ITepPCIIeKTUBUTE HA YUEHUIIUTE U MeTa-TepPCIIeKTUBUTE Ha HaCTaBHULIUTE.

[IpuMepoKOT 3a KBaHTUTATHMBHaTa cTyauja ce cocroeuie op 4909 yuenunu op 119
OCHOBHM VUMJIMIITA BO 3eMjara, OJI OCMO U JeBeTTo opueneHue (51,9% meBojuniba), Kou
yyaT Ha MakemoHcKu (61,4%), anmbaHcku (33,9%) unu Typcku (4,7%) HacTaBeH ja3uK, KaKo U
on 4783 nacraBHULIM (72% keHu) Kou mpenaBaat on 4. Ilo 9. OpmeneHue, Ha MaKeqOHCKU
(61,9%), anbancku (36,9%) unu Typcku (1,2%) HacTaBeH jasuk. JOIIOIHUTEIHO, 93 yueHUIU
on 9 n3bpaHy YUMJIMIITA, YMj HACTABEH ja3suK e MaKeIOHCKHU (78,5%) win anbaHcku (22,5%),
ydecTBYBaa BO AUCKYCHUU BO (DOKYC TpPYIIM, CO HITO 06e3beuja mojaTolu 3a JjlabuHCKa
KBaJINTAaTUBHA aHaJI3a.

PesynraTuTe o/ KBaHTUTATUBHATA aHAJIM3a I'M OTKPUBAAT MPUOPUTETUTE HA YUEHULIUTE,
KaKo IITO Ce YWUCTU TOaJieTH, MPUCTAll JI0 MHTePHeT U HamasieH Opoj Ha TpeJIMeTH BO
HacTaBHUTe IUTaHOBU. Haopurte op mucKycuure Bo (OKyC rpyruTte, Off Apyra CTpaHa,
ja ucrakHyBaaT jKejibaTa Ha YUYEHUIUTE 3a TONPUBJIEYHU U TMPAKTUUHO OPUEHTUPAHU
HaCTaBHU COIP;KWHU, HATTIACYBajKU ja HUBHATA MOTPeOa 3a pa3BUBabe BEIITUHU HEOITXO[HU
3a CEKOj/IHeBHOTO >KUBeewe, HaMeCTo ,CYyBO“ TeopeTcKo 3Haemwe. CTyaujaTa, UCTO TakKa,
ro OTKPUBA HE33JI0BOJICTBOTO HAa YYEHUIIUTE O] MTPEOBJIa/lyBAaUKUTE HACTAaBHU METOIU,
U cyrepupa ToTpeba o TIOBeKe WHTEPAKTUBHU U €MOI[MOHAJIHO IPUjaTHU WCKYCTBa
BO yuemweTo. [‘eHepasHO, HacTaBHUIIUTE ce NMoOpo uHGopMupaHu 3a TpedepeHIuuTe U
OueKyBamaTa Ha YYEHUIIUTE, HO 3aTrPUbKyBa TOA IITO HUBHOTO 3Haeme 3a AUCKYTUPaHUTe
rnotpebu MaJsiKy ce MpeTodyBa BO 0OPU MPaKTUKU.

HaopuTe ce Bo COIIacHOCT €O KJIYUHUTE 06Pa30BHU TEOPUU U CO COBPEMEHUTE IUCKYCUN
3a MPeJHOCTUTE Ha aHra)KUPaHUTe M WHKIIY3UBHU CPEIUHU 3a yuere Kou ce QOKyCUpaHu
KOH yueHwuiurte. McTpaskyBameTo (psia [IOIOJIHUTEIHA CBET/IMHA BP3 IMEePCIIeKTUBUTE
U moTpebuTe Ha ydeHuUiUTe, 00e30e/yBajKu BpeIHM CO3HAHMUja U 3a BOCIIUTYBAuMUTe U
KpeaTopuTe Ha MOJUTHUKUTE KOU paboTaT KOH CO3/laBatbe UHK/IY3UBEH 00pa30BeH CUCTEM
OpUEeHTUPaH KOH Jerara.

KnyuHu 360poBH: ugeaiHo yuuauwiiie, depciekitiusa Ha YyueHuyuiie, KOMOUHUpaH mMeiog
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