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Abstract
This study examined how teachers’ wellbeing relates to vibrant school climate (VSC) 
and trust in students within a multilevel framework. Participants were 402 educators 
nested within 35 schools who completed a shortened PERMA-based measure of 
wellbeing, the Vibrant School Scale, and a measure of faculty trust in students. 
Multilevel analyses distinguished individual- and school-level effects, with inference 
based on cluster-robust standard errors. At the within level, teachers who perceived a 
more vibrant climate than their school’s average reported higher wellbeing (β = 0.56, 
p < .001), and those who trusted their students more than their colleagues also 
reported higher wellbeing (β = 0.12, p = .012). At the between level, average VSC 
was strongly associated with average wellbeing (β = 0.43, p < .001), whereas average 
trust in students showed no reliable independent association with wellbeing once 
climate was accounted for. The model explained approximately 52% of the total 
variance in wellbeing. Findings underscore the contextual and relational foundations 
of teacher flourishing and suggest that vibrancy is meaningfully associated with 
teacher wellbeing at both the individual and school levels, while trust in students is 
associated with wellbeing primarily as an individual experience, pointing to school 
climate as a promising focus for teacher education and professional development 
internationally.

Keywords  Teacher wellbeing, Vibrant school climate, Faculty trust, Trust in students, 
Positive psychology, Hierarchical level analysis

1  Introduction
Wellbeing, as a multidimensional construct reflecting educators’ positive evaluations of 
and healthy functioning within their professional environments, is increasingly viewed 
as central to effective teaching and learning [9, 20, 35, 37, 94]. Yet, much of the earlier 
research on teacher wellbeing concentrated on identifying stressors and preventing 
negative outcomes such as burnout. A recent systematic review revealed that only six 
studies considered all three discourses of wellbeing (negativity/deficiency, positivity/
flourishing, and professionalism) together, underscoring that important insights are lost 
when alternative lenses are neglected [95]. At the same time, more recently, scholars 
have turned to positive psychology, which encourages a focus on growth and flourishing 
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by strengthening protective factors, fostering purpose, and leveraging personal and col-
lective strengths [70, 102, 106, 124, 125]. From the perspective of Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT), such flourishing is rooted in the satisfaction of the basic psychological 
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which is shaped in schools both by 
structural conditions and by the motivating versus demotivating interpersonal styles that 
teachers and leaders adopt in daily practice [30, 101, 127]. Despite this progress, critical 
gaps remain in understanding how organizational conditions oriented within positive 
psychology, rather than individual coping strategies, shape educators’ capacity to thrive.

One emerging construct that could address this gap is Vibrant School Climate (VSC), 
which represents a positive-psychology-based approach to understanding how schools 
cultivate flourishing [118]. Advocates of the Vibrant Schools model emphasize genera-
tive, aspirational dialogues that unite educators and learners in co-creating flourishing 
environments that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness [11, 21, 22, 115]. As 
a new conceptualization of school climate rooted in positive psychology, VSC requires 
empirical examination. In parallel, faculty trust can be another organizational contrast 
that could add value to this perspective, as it is among the positive characteristics of the 
school. While organizational trust has been linked to teacher motivation and commit-
ment, its relationship with wellbeing remains underexplored. Specifically, faculty trust in 
students has been identified as a critical but underexplored relational dynamic influenc-
ing teacher wellbeing [10], presenting an opportunity for further investigation into how 
trust-building strategies in educator-student relationships may strengthen resilience, 
motivation, and professional satisfaction among faculty.

VSC reflects the organizational conditions that foster growth, trust captures the rela-
tional dynamics that enable collaboration and resilience, and wellbeing represents the 
ultimate outcome of flourishing. Collectively, the common ground of these constructs 
lies in the positive psychology perspective [22, 55, 106]. By shifting the focus from 
problem-solving to possibility-seeking, this perspective positions the climate, trust and 
wellbeing not simply as the conditions for absence of ill-being, but as the presence of 
thriving conditions. In selecting predictors, we deliberately prioritized organizational 
and relational resources (climate and trust) over positive individual attributes such as 
vitality, work enthusiasm, or self-efficacy. This choice reflects the study’s central aim to 
illuminate the contextual conditions that schools, rather than individual teachers, can 
shape while responding to calls to move beyond individually focused accounts of teacher 
wellbeing [17, 61]. Positive individual attributes remain important complements to this 
perspective and are taken up in the discussion as directions for future research. Accord-
ingly, for the above reasons, the purpose of this study was to examine the associations 
between VSC, faculty trust in students, and psychological wellbeing among educators.

2  Literature review (background of the study)
2.1  Faculty wellbeing

A vast body of literature across clinical, social, and educational psychology emphasizes 
that wellbeing extends far beyond the mere absence of psychological distress; instead, 
it is a multidimensional construct best captured through a synergy of positive indica-
tors [32, 77, 103, 128]. Historically, Diener [33] conceptualized subjective wellbeing 
around an individual’s evaluation of their own life quality, categorizing it into three 
distinct components: overall life satisfaction, the presence of positive emotions, and the 
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relative absence of negative emotions. Expanding on these dimensions, Seligman [106] 
introduced the PERMA framework as a multifaceted model of human flourishing, which 
identifies five core pillars: cultivating Positive emotions, fostering deep Engagement, 
nurturing supportive Relationships, discovering Meaning and purpose, and pursuing 
Accomplishment for its own sake. Collectively, these theoretical frameworks demon-
strate that wellbeing is a complex phenomenon bridging both hedonic and eudaimonic 
dimensions of thriving. The PERMA model, in particular, offers a highly applicable lens 
for the educational sphere, providing a structured approach to understanding the ele-
ments that foster sustainable professional thriving among educators.

Complementing these frameworks, Self-Determination Theory provides an explana-
tory account of how environments come to support or undermine wellbeing. According 
to SDT, wellbeing flourishes when the basic psychological needs for autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness are satisfied, and it suffers when these needs are frustrated [30, 
101]. In educational settings, need satisfaction depends substantially on the interper-
sonal styles enacted within the school: autonomy-supportive and structuring (motivat-
ing) styles nurture need satisfaction, whereas controlling and chaotic (demotivating) 
styles thwart psychological needs and are associated with diminished wellbeing among 
both students and educators [101, 127]. Viewed through this lens, school climate can be 
understood as a macro-level context that renders need-supportive practice more or less 
likely, providing a theoretical bridge between organizational conditions and individual 
flourishing.

Because of its inherent complexity, teacher wellbeing operates in constant interplay 
with diverse personal and organizational variables. Research consistently links higher 
occupational wellbeing to favorable professional outcomes, including enhanced job sat-
isfaction (e.g., [62, 76, 80]) and broader life satisfaction [2, 63, 133]. Conversely, it main-
tains a strong inverse relationship with workplace stress and burnout [19, 57, 109, 126]. 
Within the broader educational ecosystem, an educator’s psychological health is deeply 
tied to their engagement in meaningful work, such as delivering high-quality, effective 
instructional practices [121]. Furthermore, lower teacher stress and higher systemic 
wellbeing have been shown to predict greater learning motivation among students, 
which subsequently correlates with improved student reading outcomes [96]. Leadership 
dynamics also play a critical role; teacher wellbeing is positively influenced by support-
ive administrative leadership [45, 75, 114, 133]. Specifically, collegial principal leadership 
has been found to substantially mitigate stress in preschool settings [75], while transfor-
mational leadership styles serve as a significant predictor of reduced teacher burnout 
[114]. Unpacking these individual and institutional correlates is essential for designing 
targeted policies and interventions meant to elevate educators’ professional lives.

While documenting these correlations is vital for designing supportive interventions, 
the existing literature remains disproportionately focused on deficit-based models—
treating wellbeing primarily as the mitigation of negative states like stress, coping, and 
burnout, rather than investigating the positive conditions that sustain long-term flour-
ishing [17, 95, 124, 125]. Although this deficit-oriented research yields valuable insights, 
it provides an incomplete picture of the construct by prioritizing remediation over pro-
active growth. Decades ago, Hoy and Tarter [70] argued that evaluating school personnel 
through the lens of positive psychology would meaningfully enrich the field. Respond-
ing to this call, contemporary researchers have begun adopting holistic approaches to 
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teacher wellbeing (e.g., [25, 89, 125]), progressively shifting the scholarly conversation 
away from an exclusive focus on reactive stress-coping strategies.

Even as this evolving paradigm highlights the necessity of moving past deficit-cen-
tric views of burnout, a significant gap in the literature persists: identifying the spe-
cific school-level and interpersonal resources that actively cultivate teacher flourishing. 
Although frameworks like PERMA are frequently used to map wellbeing theoretically, 
systematic reviews indicate that empirical attention has skewed heavily toward individ-
ual coping mechanisms rather than the contextual resources embedded within school 
environments [4, 17, 61]. This discrepancy emphasizes the urgency of exploring insti-
tutional and relational antecedents to educator health. To address this gap, the current 
study investigates how an aspirational school climate and organizational trust—two 
vital systemic resources that influence daily professional experiences like collaboration, 
stress, and job satisfaction—relate to educators’ wellbeing when operationalized through 
the PERMA framework [28, 123].

2.2  School climate: a new era with vibrant school climate

School climate has long been recognized as a powerful determinant of students and edu-
cators experiences and was often described as the “personality of the school” ([69], p. 
3), encompassing shared perceptions, norms, and values that shape daily interactions 
within the school community [23]. A positive school climate is thus characterized by 
engagement, mutual respect, and a sense of belonging, nurturing the wellbeing of all 
participants. With these defining characteristics, school climate plays a pivotal role in 
shaping teachers’ daily experiences and overall wellbeing.

A growing body of research highlights the significant impact of positive school cli-
mate on various psychological, emotional, and behavioral outcomes. When positive 
school climates are cultivated, both educators and students experience elevated lev-
els of wellbeing, contributing to a more vibrant and enriching educational experience 
[54, 134]. Studies have shown that a supportive climate enhances teachers’ enjoyment 
of their profession [3, 24]; strengthens motivation to build good relationships [12]; fos-
ters resilience among educators [8]. Moreover, a favorable school climate can promote 
psychological wellbeing, ultimately enhancing teachers’ enjoyment of their profession. 
Teachers’ perceptions of the overall ethos and ambiance of their schools also exert an 
indirect but powerful influence on their psychological wellbeing, shaping their profes-
sional fulfillment and long-term commitment to teaching [137]. Teacher wellbeing, in 
turn, reinforces a more positive and productive school environment, creating a recipro-
cal relationship between climate and wellbeing [36, 75, 80, 132].

Although school climate has been widely studied, most research emphasizes tradi-
tional aspects such as safety, discipline, or academic press, with relatively little attention 
to strengths-based conceptualizations. Considering the growing emphasis on fostering 
deeper learning and worldwide shift beyond the constrained curricula of the account-
ability era, and considering that educators emerge as the central agents in this transition, 
fostering the wellbeing of educators in a school environment with aspirational qualities 
becomes not only beneficial but inevitable [90, 107]. Therefore, beyond the recipro-
cal relationship between school climate and teacher wellbeing, it is essential to adopt 
frameworks that not only assess these dynamics but also actively cultivate environments 
where educators can thrive.
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The conceptualization of Vibrant School Climate (VSC) addresses this gap by explic-
itly situating climate within positive psychology and focusing on aspirational qualities 
of schools [11, 22, 118]. VSC is a reconceptualized aspirational measure of organiza-
tional climate for educators who seek to improve their schools [22]. Fostering curiosity, 
creativity, and critical thinking, honoring the voices of school community, and playful 
learning are the indicators of vibrant schools [11, 21, 22, 115, 118]. Fostering sensitivity 
and appreciation of students’ differences while inspiring individuality and reducing stan-
dardization, the Vibrant School Scale (VSS) includes three dimensions: enlivened minds, 
emboldened voice, and playful learning.

2.2.1  Enlivened minds

The “enlivened minds” subscale captures the core traits of dynamic educational environ-
ments that actively cultivate a dedication to continuous learning while embedding essen-
tial skills in critical analysis, creativity, and inquiry [11, 21, 22, 115, 118]. These climates 
are intentionally organized to promote ongoing intellectual growth by prioritizing stu-
dent autonomy and rigorous analytical reasoning. Empirical evidence demonstrates that 
institutions skilled at cultivating self-directed investigation and exploration profoundly 
boost students’ capacity for lifelong educational development [29, 64]. Theoretically, this 
facet corresponds directly with Self-Determination Theory (SDT), given that it supports 
the fulfillment of autonomy and competence that are two core psychological needs that 
drive intrinsic motivation [30]. Furthermore, this dimension interfaces seamlessly with 
the “engagement” and “meaning” pillars of the PERMA framework [106], demonstrat-
ing how an intellectually invigorating workplace can revitalize an educator’s professional 
purpose and safeguard against occupational stagnation.

2.2.2  Emboldened voices

The emboldened voices subscale refers to vibrant schools as being open and responsive 
to the perspectives of the school community irrespective of their individual differences 
[11, 21, 22, 115, 118]. This openness not only strengthens interpersonal trust and com-
munity cohesion but also satisfies fundamental psychological needs for relatedness and 
autonomy, satisfying SDT. This dimension builds on psychological safety theory [41], 
ensuring that teachers feel respected, heard, and valued. Theoretically, it also aligns with 
PERMA’s relationships and meaning, suggesting that emboldened voices reduce emo-
tional labor and foster belonging which are critical conditions for wellbeing.

2.2.3  Playful learning

The playful learning subscale highlights vibrant schools as being filled with the hands-
on, exploratory and experimental activities that cultivate a dynamic and joyful learn-
ing and teaching atmosphere [11, 21, 22, 115, 118]. Drawing on the broaden-and-build 
theory of positive emotions [48], playful learning broadens thought–action repertoires 
and builds enduring personal and professional resources. It corresponds with PERMA’s 
positive emotions and engagement, suggesting that playful climates buffer stress, enhance 
resilience, and support professional rejuvenation [14, 56].

VSC proves to theoretically and conceptually grounded concept for examining how 
positive school climates function as organizational resources for educators to thrive. 
However, despite its theoretical promise, empirical evidence on VSC remains limited, 
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particularly in relation to teacher wellbeing. In the present study, VSC is considered as 
a holistic construct, and is expected to positively predict wellbeing. This association 
could manifest by fostering renewed intellectual engagement (through enlivened minds), 
strengthening relational belonging and autonomy (through emboldened voices), and 
supporting joy and resilience in professional life (through playful learning).

2.3  Faculty trust in students

Although the conceptualization of trust fluctuates across academic fields, Hoy and 
Tschannen-Moran [71] synthesized the literature by reviewing over 150 scholarly pieces 
spanning individual, systemic, behavioral, and generalized dimensions. From this exten-
sive analysis, they formulated a widely adopted baseline definition constructed around 
the fundamental mutual expectations required to establish trust [71]. Specifically, they 
defined trust as “an individual’s or group’s willingness to be vulnerable to another party 
based on the confidence that the latter party is benevolent, reliable, competent, honest, 
and open” ([71], p. 189). This framing captures trust as an intersecting interpersonal and 
systemic phenomenon, highlighting the interplay between vulnerability and a belief in 
the integrity and capability of others. Psychologically, trust manifests through various 
dimensions, including actions that depend directly on another person, cognitive assess-
ments regarding the predictability of specific behaviors, internal attitudes about reliabil-
ity, and a general sense of emotional security [42, 81, 104]. Recognizing trust as a dual 
interpersonal and institutional mechanism [70] allows this investigation to theoretically 
treat it as a school-level variable.

Within the fields of educational leadership and school effectiveness, organizational 
trust has long been established as a core determinant of healthy school environments 
[15, 47, 71–73, 111, 119, 120]. It operates simultaneously as a desirable institutional 
product and an iterative process that reinforces academic achievement, positive cam-
pus dynamics, and responsive organizational structures [15, 31, 52, 53, 68, 73, 119]. 
Beyond stabilizing school infrastructure, systemic trust encourages authentic collabo-
ration, practitioner professionalism, and transparent decision-making practices, which 
collectively prepare educators to navigate organizational reform and innovation [26, 55, 
60, 105, 131, 136]. Under these supportive conditions, teachers exhibit higher levels of 
adaptability, occupational resilience, and personal drive to engage in continuous peda-
gogical improvement.

Furthermore, trust acts as a vital foundation for workplace stability, psychological 
safety, and occupational satisfaction among educators [135]. Teachers who evaluate 
their professional environment as supportive and high-trust are insulated against severe 
stress, reporting greater workplace engagement and a deeper connection to their profes-
sional community. On a broader scale, data from the World Values Survey underscores 
a robust link between generalized trust and overall life satisfaction [5]. Mirroring these 
trends, school-centered research confirms that trust correlates with teacher wellbeing 
[88], career satisfaction, and institutional commitment, all of which are essential ele-
ments for sustaining teacher stamina and motivation [138, 139]. Nevertheless, empiri-
cal work has rarely isolated how specific, distinct dimensions of institutional trust shape 
educator wellbeing, pointing to a clear need for deeper investigation into how trust-
building processes within schools protect teachers [85].



Page 7 of 25Boos and Tschannen-Moran Discover Education           (2026) 5:702 

Organizational trust in schools has traditionally been conceptualized as a multidimen-
sional construct, encompassing faculty trust in the principal, in colleagues, and in cli-
ents—that is, in students and their parents [71, 119]. Among these referents, the present 
study deliberately isolates faculty trust in students, for three interrelated reasons. First, 
whereas trust in principals and colleagues has been examined extensively in relation 
to teacher outcomes such as satisfaction and burnout [117, 122, 123], trust in students 
remains the least studied referent with respect to teacher wellbeing specifically [10, 85]. 
Second, trust in students is the referent most proximal to teachers’ daily classroom expe-
rience, where the majority of teachers’ emotionally significant professional interactions 
occur. Third, trust in students is conceptually the most closely aligned with the student-
centered orientation of the Vibrant School Climate construct, making it the theoretically 
most coherent trust dimension to examine alongside VSC. This focus is further justified 
by substantial evidence indicating that the teacher-student trust dynamic represents one 
of the most powerful relational vectors in an educational institution. For instance, fac-
ulty trust in students has been shown to counteract the adverse effects of socioeconomic 
disadvantage [52, 116, 117]. Furthermore, mutual trust between teachers and students 
stands out as the most robust predictor among all institutional trust metrics [110, 119]. 
Aside from driving academic performance, trusting student-teacher alliances cultivate 
a sense of personal agency, systemic equity, and social belonging [18, 27, 93, 113]. Cru-
cially, these relational assets directly benefit the faculty; when teachers extend trust to 
their classrooms, their daily professional interactions become less emotionally draining, 
more rewarding, and more mutually respectful, and this has been found to be associated 
with higher teacher wellbeing [65]. Day-to-day encounters shift toward positive out-
comes, with lower burnout and higher professional satisfaction [122]. Prioritizing fac-
ulty trust in students thus provides a practically and theoretically robust framework for 
analyzing how school relational patterns associate with educator health.

Additionally, trusting students has been tied to institutional innovation [105] and 
self-regulatory organizational environments [1], indicating that it sustains workplace 
cultures anchored in autonomy, collaboration, and collective responsibility. Within this 
landscape, the Vibrant School Climate (VSC) model serves as a compelling conceptual 
framework for mapping how these relational dynamics fuel school improvement efforts. 
Because the VSC construct is relatively new, empirical data exploring its predictors and 
correlates remains scarce; this study bridges that gap by explicitly testing the relation-
ships between faculty trust in students and VSC. Both concepts share a foundational 
student-centered orientation: VSC positions curiosity, student voice, and playful engage-
ment as the bedrock of a thriving campus, while faculty trust in students reflects an edu-
cator’s readiness to grant autonomy, value student perspectives, and rely on students’ 
capacity to co-author their learning experiences. Conceptually, these two metrics con-
verge in their focus on respect, engagement, and self-determination, offering a highly 
complementary framework for evaluating aspirational school environments.

Considering that both VSC and faculty trust in students reflect strengths-based, rela-
tional, and organizational resources, their associations with educator wellbeing warrant 
empirical investigation. Grounded in positive psychology [106], and building on the lit-
erature reviewed above, this study positions faculty trust in students and Vibrant School 
Climate (VSC) as key organizational resources that may help explain variations in edu-
cator wellbeing. While prior work has established general links between school climate, 
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trust, and teacher outcomes, little is known about how these constructs operate together 
within a positive psychology framework or across multiple levels of analysis. Because 
wellbeing is shaped both by teachers’ individual experiences relative to their colleagues 
and by broader school-level contexts, a multilevel modeling approach is well-suited to 
disentangle these effects. A conceptual overview of the hypothesized multilevel associa-
tions is presented in Fig. 1. Accordingly, the following hypotheses were developed:

H1 Teachers who report higher perceptions of faculty trust in students, relative to 
their school’s average, will report higher levels of wellbeing.

H2 Schools with higher average levels of faculty trust in students will, on average, 
report higher levels of faculty wellbeing.

H3 Teachers who perceive their school climate as more vibrant than their colleagues’ 
average perceptions will report higher levels of wellbeing.

H4 Schools with higher average levels of Vibrant School Climate will report higher 
levels of faculty wellbeing.

H5 When modeled simultaneously, Vibrant School Climate (between-school) and fac-
ulty trust in students (within- and between-school) will account for unique variance in 
faculty wellbeing.

3  Methods
Prior to estimating multilevel regression models, descriptive statistics, internal consis-
tency reliability, and bivariate correlations among the study variables were examined. 
Reliability was assessed using McDonald’s omega (ω), which provides a more accurate 
estimate of internal consistency than Cronbach’s alpha [39].

To account for the nested structure of the data, correlations were computed separately 
at the within- and between-school levels. Within-school correlations were estimated 
by centering teacher scores around their respective school means, capturing the degree 
to which teachers’ perceptions co-varied relative to their colleagues. Between-school 

Fig. 1  Hypothesized Multilevel Associations
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correlations were estimated using school-level means, representing the extent to which 
schools differed from one another in their average levels of wellbeing, vibrant school 
climate, and trust [87]. This two-level correlational approach allowed the researcher to 
distinguish individual-level associations from school-level associations and provided a 
foundation for subsequent multilevel regression models.

A multilevel modeling approach was then employed to account for the nested struc-
ture of the data, with teachers (Level 1) nested within schools (Level 2). Because the focal 
predictors, vibrant school climate (VSS) and faculty trust (FT), were assessed through 
individual educators’ reports, their variance was decomposed into within- and between-
school components to avoid conflating individual- and school-level effects [43, 87].

Specifically, for each school, the school mean of VSS and FT was calculated, which 
represented the between-school components (VSS_b, FT_b). Each teacher’s score was 
then group-mean centered around the school mean, yielding the within-school com-
ponents (VSS_w, FT_w). The within components reflect teachers’ perceptions relative 
to their school’s average, whereas the between components capture differences across 
schools in their mean levels of climate and trust. This approach, sometimes referred to 
as the “contextual effects” or “REWB/Mundlak specification,” allows simultaneous esti-
mation of individual- and school-level effects while reducing bias due to the ecological 
fallacy and atomistic fallacy [100].

Faculty wellbeing (FWB) served as the dependent variable. Random-intercept mod-
els were estimated using the lme4 [6] and lmerTest [82] packages in R. Model estimates 
were reported with CR2 cluster-robust standard errors and Satterthwaite degrees of 
freedom computed with the clubSandwich package [7, 99], together with 95% confidence 
intervals. All inferential statistics for the fixed effects reported below, including p values 

Fig. 2  Results: Full Picture
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and confidence intervals, are based on these cluster-robust standard errors, which pro-
vide valid inference under heteroskedasticity, clustering, and small numbers of Level-2 
units. To aid interpretation, standardized coefficients were computed using the param-
eters package [86]. Model fit was evaluated with marginal and conditional R² values [92].

3.1  Participants

Using a multi-stage clustered sampling approach as advocated by Bryman and Bell [16], 
schools were employed as the primary sampling units in the initial stage, with faculty 
constituting the secondary sampling stage. Adhering to the ethical guidelines and prin-
ciples set by the Institutional Review Board at the institution, upon securing approval to 
conduct research, 162 schools in a southeastern U.S. state were invited within 9 districts 
that had agreed to participate in our study. Of these, 51 schools (31% participation rate) 
submitted data, and 35 schools had more than five individual respondents, meeting the 
threshold for inclusion in the multilevel analysis. This number was within the range of 
group number and group size recommended in the literature [66, 67, 74]. As Table 1 
shows, this study included 402 participants (12 leaders, 390 teachers) from 35 schools 
(18 elementary, 7 middle, 10 high schools) in total.

3.2  Instruments

3.2.1  Teacher wellbeing scale

Wellbeing was assessed with the nine-item short form of the PERMA + 4 [34]. Con-
firmatory factor analysis using robust maximum likelihood estimation (MLR) with full 
information maximum likelihood for missing data showed that the nine-item model fit 
the data well overall, χ²_scaled(27) = 32.10, p = .228, CFI = 0.996, TLI = 0.994, RMSEA = 
0.022 (90% CI [0.000, 0.051]), SRMR = 0.023. However, the loading pattern was markedly 
uneven: items 1–5 loaded strongly on the latent factor (λ = 0.69–0.87), whereas items 
6–9 showed loadings that were negligible and non-significant (λ = 0.002–0.084, all p > 
.14). Model-based reliability for the nine-item set was modest (ω = 0.74) and average 
variance extracted fell well below the 0.50 threshold (AVE = 0.35), indicating inadequate 
convergent validity [46, 59].

Because items 6–9 did not cohere with the remaining items in this sample, they were 
removed and the five core items retained. The five-item model showed good fit, χ²_
scaled (5) = 15.66, p = .008, CFI = 0.985, TLI = 0.970, SRMR = 0.019, robust RMSEA = 
0.089. Because RMSEA is known to be inflated and unstable in models with few degrees 
of freedom, CFI and SRMR provide more informative indices of fit for this model. All 
standardized loadings were strong (λ = 0.69–0.87), model-based reliability was excel-
lent (ω = 0.91), and average variance extracted supported convergent validity (AVE = 
0.67). The measurement employs a five-point response scale with the following anchors: 
1 = not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = to some extent, 4 = quite a bit, and 5 = a great deal. Sample 

Table 1  Participant demographics based on school level and role in the school
Level No. of schools Leaders Teachers Total

f % f %
Elementary 18 3 1.4 206 98.6 209

Middle 7 2 3.3 59 96.7 61

High 10 7 5.3 125 94.7 132

Total 35 12 3 390 97 402
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items include: “Taking all things together, how happy are you at school?” and “To what 
extent do you feel that your work at school is worthwhile?”

Two implications of this modification warrant explicit acknowledgement. First, the 
retained items assess positive emotion, meaning, and relationships, and do not include 
indicators of engagement or accomplishment. The resulting measure is therefore best 
understood as capturing an affective–eudaimonic core of wellbeing rather than the full 
five-component PERMA structure. Second, because the instrument differs from the vali-
dated PERMA + 4, findings should not be interpreted as directly comparable to studies 
using the complete scale. For these reasons the measure is referred to throughout as a 
shortened PERMA-based wellbeing measure rather than as the PERMA + 4 instrument.

3.2.2  Vibrant school scale

We employed the validated version of the Vibrant School Scale (VSS; [11]). The 19-item, 
three-factor at the within level, one factor at the between level solution provided the 
best fit (χ²(269) = 354.97, p < .01, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.02, SRMR_within = 
0.02, SRMR_between = 0.07). Within the present analyses, the three-factor within-level 
structure was reconfirmed on the current data, χ²_scaled(149) = 424.28, CFI = 0.946, 
TLI = 0.938, RMSEA = 0.073, SRMR = 0.041, with standardized loadings ranging from 
0.72 to 0.85. Model-based reliabilities were high (enlivened minds ω = 0.88; emboldened 
voices ω = 0.93; playful learning ω = 0.92), and average variance extracted ranged from 
0.61 to 0.66. Consistent with the validation study, the three dimensions were strongly 
intercorrelated (r = .79–0.89), supporting the treatment of VSC as a higher-order com-
posite in the present analyses. The measurement employs a five-point response scale (1 
= not at all to 5 = a great deal). Sample items include: “In this school, creativity abounds”, 
“I feel I belong here,” and “We engage in learning with a playful spirit.”

3.2.3  Faculty trust in students scale

Trust was assessed using the client-trust subscale of the Omnibus Trust Scale [119], 
which comprises nine items addressing two referents: faculty trust in students (four 
items) and faculty trust in parents (five items). Educators rated their agreement on a 
five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).

Confirmatory factor analysis indicated that a single-factor solution across all nine 
items fit the data poorly, χ²(27) = 220.65, p < .001, CFI = 0.912, TLI = 0.883, RMSEA 
= 0.134 (90% CI [0.118, 0.150]), SRMR = 0.058. Inspection of the modification indices 
revealed systematic residual covariation clustering separately among the student-refer-
ent items and among the parent-referent items, with negative residual covariances across 
the two blocks. A two-factor model distinguishing trust in students from trust in parents 
fit substantially better, χ²_scaled(26) = 68.63, CFI = 0.977, TLI = 0.969, RMSEA = 0.069, 
SRMR = 0.027, and represented a significant improvement over the single-factor solu-
tion, Δχ²(1) = 140.27, p < .001. The two factors were correlated but clearly distinguishable 
(r = .79).

Because the present study is concerned specifically with the teacher–student rela-
tional dynamic, the four student-referent items were used to operationalize faculty trust 
in students. This four-item measure showed strong psychometric properties: standard-
ized loadings ranged from 0.66 to 0.77, model-based reliability was good (ω = 0.82), and 
average variance extracted supported convergent validity (AVE = 0.53). Fit indices for 
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the four-item model were CFI = 0.975 and SRMR = 0.024; the elevated RMSEA (0.131) 
reflects the well-documented instability of this index in models with very few degrees 
of freedom and is not interpreted as evidence of misfit. Sample items include “Teach-
ers in this school trust their students” and “Students in this school can be counted on to 
do their work.” For comparison purposes, the parent-referent subscale was also scored 
(ω = 0.92, AVE = 0.69) and is used in a supplementary analysis reported below.

3.3  Data analysis

Missing data were examined using Little’s MCAR test, which indicated that the data 
were not missing completely at random, χ²(635) = 737, p = .003 [84]. Because the over-
all level of missingness was minimal (< 5%) and full information maximum likelihood 
(FIML) estimation produced results nearly identical to listwise deletion, no cases were 
removed due to missing data. In preparation for analysis, missing values originally coded 
as − 9 in SPSS were recoded to NA in R. To evaluate the impact of missing data han-
dling, CFA models were estimated using both listwise deletion and full information 
maximum likelihood (FIML; missing = “fiml” in lavaan). The fit indices, factor loadings, 
and reliability estimates were substantively identical across the two approaches, suggest-
ing that missing data did not bias the results. Given this convergence, subsequent analy-
ses were conducted using FIML, with sensitivity checks via listwise deletion confirming 
the robustness of the findings.

Because all constructs were assessed via self-report from the same respondents at a 
single occasion, two complementary procedures were used to evaluate common method 
variance. Harman’s single-factor test was conducted by submitting all 28 study items to 
an unrotated principal components analysis [98], and the full collinearity approach pro-
posed by Kock [79] was applied, in which each construct is regressed on the remaining 
constructs and variance inflation factors exceeding 3.3 are taken to indicate collinearity 
attributable to method effects. Results of both procedures are reported at the beginning 
of the Results section.

As participants were nested within schools, intraclass correlations (ICCs) were esti-
mated for wellbeing and all predictors [67, 100]. The ICCs were 0.096 for wellbeing, 
0.096 for trust in students, and 0.220 for school climate, indicating meaningful between-
school variance [87]. The ICC, ranging from 0 to 1, denotes the extent of variation across 
Level 2 units. A zero ICC signifies no mean variation across schools, indicating that all 
score variations occur at the individual level [97]. Only when the ICC exceeds a trivial 
threshold is the use of Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) warranted [83]. Higher ICC 
values suggest larger proportions of between-level variance, making it biased to disre-
gard the multilevel structure of the data [40]. The design effect was also computed, as 
recommended for clustered data structures [78, 91]. DEFF values exceeded 2 for all vari-
ables (2.00–2.41 for wellbeing, 2.01–2.42 for trust in students, 3.31–4.25 for climate), 
confirming that clustering could not be ignored. Considering the ICC and DEFF values, 
an HLM meaning multilevel regression was conducted.

To evaluate model assumptions, a series of diagnostic checks were evaluated. Resid-
ual diagnostics supported normality (Shapiro–Wilk W = 0.997, p = .558; Kolmogorov–
Smirnov D = 0.025, p = .969), and Q–Q plots for both residuals and school-level random 
effects showed approximate alignment with the theoretical distribution [44, 112]. Pos-
terior predictive checks further indicated close correspondence between observed and 
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model-predicted outcome distributions [49, 51]. Residuals were randomly scattered 
around zero in fitted-value plots, supporting linearity, and no influential cases were 
detected [6, 50]. Although Breusch–Pagan and White tests indicated heteroskedasticity 
in single-level models [13, 130], CR2 cluster-robust standard errors were used through-
out to provide valid inference under heteroskedasticity and clustering [7, 99]. Multicol-
linearity was not a concern: variance inflation factors were low for both FTS (1.23) and 
VSS (1.23). Taken together, these diagnostics indicate that model assumptions were ade-
quately met and that the multilevel estimates with robust SEs provide reliable inference 
[108].

4  Results
4.1  Descriptive analysis of nested data

Descriptive statistics are reported in Table  2. On average, educators reported rela-
tively high wellbeing (M = 3.77, SD = 0.79), followed by trust in students (M = 3.54, 
SD = 0.58) and perceptions of vibrant school climate (M = 3.41, SD = 0.75). A repeated-
measures analysis of variance revealed a significant main effect of variable, F(1.83, 
734.01) = 57.62, p < .001, generalized η² = 0.043. Mauchly’s test indicated a violation 
of sphericity (W = 0.907, p < .001); therefore, Greenhouse–Geisser corrections were 
applied (ε = 0.915). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons with Holm correction showed that 
wellbeing was rated significantly higher than both trust in students (d = 0.32, p < .001) 
and vibrant school climate (d = 0.51, p < .001), and that trust in students was rated sig-
nificantly higher than vibrant school climate (d = 0.19, p < .001). All three variables were 
rated on 1–5 scales.

4.2  3.1. Common method variance

Prior to the main analyses, common method variance was evaluated. Harman’s single-
factor test indicated that the first unrotated component accounted for 50.42% of the total 
variance among the 28 study items, and four components with eigenvalues greater than 
one were extracted (14.12, 1.96, 1.89, and 1.13). Because Harman’s test is widely recog-
nized as a weak diagnostic that is sensitive to the number and homogeneity of items 
included [98], the full collinearity approach was also applied. Variance inflation factors 
were 2.06 for wellbeing, 2.22 for vibrant school climate, and 1.31 for trust in students, 
all well below the 3.3 threshold indicative of method-induced collinearity [79]. Taken 
together, these results suggest that common method variance is unlikely to account for 
the observed associations, although, as with all post hoc procedures, it cannot be ruled 
out entirely. This limitation is addressed further in the Limitations section.

Table 2  Descriptive statistics and ICC levels
Variable M SD ICC Skew Kurtosis DEFF (equal) DEFF (unequal)
1. Faculty Wellbeing 3.77 0.79 0.096 -0.43 -0.04 2.00 2.41

2. Vibrant School Climate 3.41 0.75 0.220 -0.10 -0.05 3.31 4.25

3.Faculty Trust in Students 3.54 0.58 0.096 0.18 -0.01 2.01 2.42
N = 35 schools. Intraclass Correlation Coefficient = ICC Design Effect = DEFF
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4.3  Correlation analysis

Table  3 presents the internal consistency reliabilities and bivariate correlations of fac-
ulty wellbeing, vibrant school climate, and faculty trust at both the within- and between-
school levels.

At the within-school level, faculty wellbeing was positively associated with vibrant 
school climate (r = .67, p < .001) and with trust in students (r = .40, p < .001), and climate 
and trust were moderately correlated (r = .43, p < .001). At the between-school level, 
average wellbeing was very strongly associated with average climate (r = .85, p < .001), 
whereas its association with average trust in students was small and non-significant (r 
= .15, p = .397). Average climate and average trust were moderately correlated across 
schools (r = .47, p = .018). This divergence between the within- and between-school pat-
terns for trust is examined in the multilevel models below.

4.4  Multilevel regression analysis

A two-level random-intercept model was estimated with teachers (Level 1) nested 
within schools (Level 2), and with the within- and between-school components of 
vibrant school climate and trust in students entered simultaneously. Inference was based 
on CR2 cluster-robust standard errors with Satterthwaite degrees of freedom (Table 4).

At the within level, teachers who perceived their school as more vibrant than their 
colleagues reported higher wellbeing (B = 0.70, SE = 0.05, β = 0.56, t = 14.20, df = 17.87, p 

Table 3  Reliability and bivariate correlations of variables
Variables -within 1 2 3
1. Faculty Wellbeing 0.67*** 0.40***

2. Vibrant School Climate 0.43***

3. Faculty Trust in Students

Variables - Between 1 2 3
1. Faculty Wellbeing (0.91) 0.85*** 0.15

2. Vibrant School Climate (0.95) 0.47*

3. Faculty Trust in Students (0.82)
Internal consistency reliability of the measures is reported within parentheses along the diagonal. * = p < .05, *** = p < .001. 
Ratings for the scales based on 5-point scales

Table 4   Multilevel regression analysis on faculty wellbeing
Predictor B SE (CR2) 95% CI t df β p

LL UL
Within

VSS_w 0.70 0.05 0.59 0.80 14.20 17.87 0.56 < 0.001***

FTS_w 0.19 0.07 0.05 0.32 2.81 17.28 0.12 0.012*

Between

VSS_b 0.86 0.10 0.63 1.09 8.60 8.53 0.43 < 0.001***

FTS_b −0.32 0.14 −0.62 −0.01 −2.25 11.94 −0.09 0.044*

Model Fit

R²_marginal 0.524

τ₀₀ (uncond.) 0.060

σ² (uncond. / final) 0.571 / 0.302
Dependent variable = faculty wellbeing. VSS = Vibrant School Scale; FTS = faculty trust in students; subscripts w and 
b denote within- and between-school components. SE(CR2) = CR2 cluster-robust standard errors; CI (LL, UL) based on 
Satterthwaite degrees of freedom; β = standardized coefficient. The between-school coefficient for faculty trust in students 
reflects statistical suppression and is not interpreted substantively (see Discussion). The random-intercept variance in the 
final model was estimated at the boundary; cluster-robust standard errors provide valid inference under this condition. * 
p < .05, *** p < .001
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< .001), supporting H3. Teachers who reported greater trust in students than their col-
leagues also reported higher wellbeing (B = 0.19, SE = 0.07, β = 0.12, t = 2.81, df = 17.28, p 
= .012), supporting H1.

At the between level, schools with higher average vibrant school climate reported 
higher average wellbeing (B = 0.86, SE = 0.10, β = 0.43, t = 8.60, df = 8.53, p < .001), sup-
porting H4. The coefficient for school-mean trust in students was negative and margin-
ally significant (B = − 0.32, SE = 0.14, β = −0.09, t = − 2.25, df = 11.94, p = .044). As detailed 
in the Discussion, several converging indicators identify this coefficient as reflecting 
statistical suppression rather than a substantive negative association; H2 was therefore 
not supported. H5 was partially supported: vibrant school climate accounted for unique 
variance at both levels, whereas trust in students did so only at the within level.

The fixed effects accounted for approximately 52% of the total variance in wellbeing 
(R²_marginal = 0.524). The unconditional model yielded a between-school variance of τ₀₀ 
= 0.060 against a within-school variance of 0.571 (ICC = 0.096), indicating that roughly 
one tenth of the variability in wellbeing lay between schools. In the final model, within-
school variance was reduced to 0.302 (a 47% reduction), and between-school variance 
was reduced to approximately zero, producing a boundary estimate of the random inter-
cept. Rather than reporting a proportion of between-school variance explained, which 
is unstable and uninformative under these conditions, we note that the school-level pre-
dictors accounted for essentially all of the modest between-school variability present in 
the data. Because cluster-robust standard errors were used for inference, the fixed-effect 
estimates remain valid despite the boundary estimate of the random-effect variance [7, 
99].

4.5  Sensitivity and robustness analysis

School leaders Because the sample comprised both teachers (n = 390) and school lead-
ers (n = 12), the model was re-estimated excluding leaders, with within- and between-
school components recomputed within the teacher-only subsample. All 35 schools were 
retained. Results were substantively identical (Table 5): within schools, climate (B = 0.70, 
SE = 0.05, p < .001) and trust in students (B = 0.19, SE = 0.07, t = 2.72, df = 15.97, p = 
.015) both predicted wellbeing; between schools, average climate remained significant 
(B = 0.84, SE = 0.10, p < .001) while average trust did not (B = − 0.29, p = .071). Adding 
role as a Level-1 covariate to the full model showed no difference in wellbeing between 
teachers and leaders (B = − 0.03, SE = 0.16, p = .878). Role composition therefore does not 
appear to have influenced the findings.

School level Mean wellbeing was similar across elementary (M = 3.79, SD = 0.78), mid-
dle (M = 3.66, SD = 0.77), and high schools (M = 3.80, SD = 0.82), and a one-way analy-
sis of variance on school means was non-significant, F(2, 32) = 1.46, p = .249. Adding 
school level as a Level-2 covariate did not improve model fit, χ²(2) = 4.47, p = .107, and 
neither middle schools (B = 0.15, p = .190) nor high schools (B = − 0.04, p = .648) differed 

Table 5  Sensitivity analysis excluding school leaders (teachers only)
Predictor B SE (CR2) LL UL t df p
VSS_w 0.70 0.05 0.59 0.80 13.98 16.80 < 0.001

FTS_w 0.19 0.07 0.04 0.33 2.72 15.97 0.015

VSS_b 0.84 0.10 0.61 1.08 8.22 8.41 < 0.001

FTS_b −0.29 0.15 −0.61 0.03 −1.98 12.15 0.071
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significantly from elementary schools under robust standard errors. The within- and 
between-level coefficients were unchanged. These results suggest comparable associa-
tions across school levels, although with only seven middle schools the design has lim-
ited power to detect such differences, which should be examined in larger samples.

Trust referent To examine whether the observed associations were specific to trust in 
students, the models were re-estimated substituting faculty trust in parents. Neither the 
within-level (B = 0.08, t = 1.11, p = .284) nor the between-level component (B = − 0.12, 
t = − 0.92, p = .379) was significantly associated with wellbeing, while the climate effects 
remained unchanged. This contrast supports the theoretical rationale for focusing on 
the student referent: it is the daily, sustained character of teacher–student interaction, 
rather than trust in the school community generally, that appears most closely tied to 
educator wellbeing.

5  Discussion
The present study examined the association between faculty wellbeing, vibrant school 
climate (VSC), and the faculty trust in students within a multilevel framework that dis-
tinguished individual and school level effects. Three findings emerged. First, perceptions 
of a more vibrant climate were strongly associated with higher wellbeing at both the 
individual and school levels. Second, teachers who reported greater trust in their stu-
dents than their colleagues did also reported higher wellbeing, although this association 
was modest relative to that of climate. Third, average trust in students showed no reli-
able independent association with average wellbeing at the school level once climate was 
taken into account. Together these findings indicate that the aspirational and relational 
features of school life are closely tied to educators’ wellbeing, and that the relational 
dimension of trust operates primarily at the level of individual experience rather than as 
a shared organizational property.

The association between VSC and wellbeing was substantial at both levels of analy-
sis, and its magnitude at the school level (r = .85 among school means) indicates that 
vibrancy functions not only as an individual perception but as a shared organizational 
quality. Teachers who experience their schools as intellectually stimulating, relationally 
inclusive, and emotionally joyful reported correspondingly greater wellbeing. These find-
ings are consistent with several complementary theoretical accounts. From the perspec-
tive of self-determination theory [30, 101], vibrant schools appear to provide conditions 
that correspond to the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness, whose satisfaction is associated with more autonomous motivation and greater 
psychological health among teachers. The broaden-and-build framework [48] offers a 
complementary reading: environments characterized by curiosity, creativity, and play 
may expand teachers’ cognitive and emotional repertoires and, over time, build enduring 
personal and social resources. These interpretations converge on the same implication—
that the affective and relational texture of daily school life is bound up with teachers’ 
capacity to thrive—and they align with prior research linking positive school climate to 
teacher motivation and engagement [3, 24, 134].

The strength of the between-school association is of particular interest, indicating 
that where vibrancy becomes part of the institutional ethos, wellbeing appears to be 
collectively patterned rather than individually distributed. This connects to the deeper 
learning agenda, which calls for schools to move beyond compliance-driven instruction 
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toward meaning-centered environments [90, 107]. As the central agents of this pedagog-
ical shift, teachers may themselves require contexts that afford engagement, voice, and 
joy. Notably, educators in this sample rated their trust in students more highly than the 
vibrancy of their schools, suggesting that aspirational climate may be the scarcer organi-
zational resource and thus a particularly promising target for improvement efforts.

The within-school association between trust in students and wellbeing offers insight 
into the relational foundations of flourishing. Teachers who reported greater trust in 
their students than their colleagues tended to report higher wellbeing, suggesting that 
the quality of teacher–student relational expectations is connected to educators’ daily 
sense of fulfillment. Where teachers extend trust to students, classroom interactions 
may become less emotionally demanding and more mutually rewarding, consistent 
with prior findings linking trust to reduced emotional strain and greater job satisfac-
tion [65, 122]. Within the PERMA framework, such trustful relationships plausibly sup-
port positive emotion, engagement, relationships, and meaning simultaneously [106]. 
The specificity of this association merits emphasis: when the parallel analyses were con-
ducted using faculty trust in parents rather than in students, no significant association 
with wellbeing emerged at either level. This contrast supports the theoretical rationale 
for isolating the student referent, indicating that it is the daily, sustained character of 
teacher–student interaction, rather than trust in the school community generally, that 
is most closely tied to educator wellbeing. At the same time, the magnitude of the trust 
association (β = 0.12) was considerably smaller than that of climate (β = 0.56), indicating 
that relational trust in students accounts for a comparatively modest share of the varia-
tion in wellbeing.

The negative between-school coefficient for trust in students requires careful interpre-
tation and should not be read as indicating that schools with higher collective trust have 
less satisfied faculty. Several converging findings identify this coefficient as reflecting sta-
tistical suppression. The zero-order association between school-mean trust and school-
mean wellbeing was small and non-significant (r = .15, p = .397). When school-mean 
climate was omitted from the model, the coefficient for school-mean trust was positive 
rather than negative (B = 0.46, p = .036), with the sign reversal occurring only once cli-
mate was controlled. School-mean climate was strongly related to both school-mean 
wellbeing (r = .85) and school-mean trust (r = .47), producing substantial collinearity 
between the two Level-2 predictors. Under such conditions, the residual variance in 
trust that remains after climate is partialled out no longer corresponds to the construct 
as theoretically intended, and its coefficient cannot be interpreted as a contextual effect 
of trust [58, 129]. Consistent with this reading, the coefficient was reduced and non-
significant when school leaders were excluded (B = − 0.29, p = .071) and when school 
level was included as a covariate (p = .106). We therefore conclude that collective trust 
in students showed no reliable independent association with average wellbeing once cli-
mate was accounted for, and we caution explicitly against substantive interpretation of 
the negative sign. Future longitudinal or structural work with mediation models could 
clarify whether trust operates as an antecedent, mediator, or consequence of perceived 
vibrancy and wellbeing.

Finally, the magnitude of the between-school variance accounted for warrants com-
ment. The unconditional model yielded a between-school variance of τ₀₀ = 0.060 against 
a within-school variance of 0.571 (ICC = 0.096), indicating that approximately one tenth 
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of the variability in wellbeing lay between schools. In the final model this between-school 
component was reduced to approximately zero. Three considerations bear on interpre-
tation. First, the absolute quantity of between-school variance available to be explained 
was small, so that near-complete reduction reflects a modest baseline rather than excep-
tional explanatory power. Second, with only 35 Level-2 units, variance-component esti-
mates are imprecise and some degree of overfitting is likely. Third, both school-level 
constructs were reported by the same respondents, so shared method variance may 
inflate their association. The between-level result is therefore best read as indicating a 
strong school-level association between vibrancy and wellbeing rather than as evidence 
that vibrancy accounts for nearly all school-level differences in teacher wellbeing.

5.1  Limitations and suggestions for future research

Despite the contributions of this study, several limitations should be noted.First, the data 
were collected cross-sectionally, which fundamentally constrains the conclusions that 
can be drawn. The observed relationships are directionally ambiguous: it is equally con-
sistent with the data that vibrant climates are associated with wellbeing because flour-
ishing teachers perceive and co-create more vibrant climates, that reciprocal dynamics 
operate over time, or that unmeasured third variables (e.g., leadership quality, student 
composition, resource levels) drive both. Accordingly, no causal inferences are war-
ranted, and statements throughout the manuscript are framed in associational terms. 
Second, all variables relied entirely on self-report measures from the same respondents 
at one time point, which introduces the possibility of common-method bias. Although 
the Harman’s single-factor test and full collinearity VIFs reported in the Data Analysis 
section suggest that common method variance does not fully account for the findings, 
these procedures cannot rule it out entirely. Future research should incorporate data 
from multiple sources (e.g., student or parent reports, observational climate ratings) or 
apply temporal separation between measures to reduce this potential bias. Third, the 
measurement models involved compromises: the wellbeing measure was a shortened, 
five-item PERMA-based index rather than the full PERMA + 4 instrument, and the Fac-
ulty Trust in Students scale showed elevated RMSEA in this sample; both issues limit 
comparability with prior work and call for measurement refinement in future studies. 
In addition, participation was voluntary, and schools self-selected into the study. While 
no monetary or material incentives were provided, participation required administra-
tive approval and coordination. Consequently, the participating schools may represent 
contexts already more receptive to innovation and transformation, which should be 
considered when interpreting generalizability. Moreover, the sample included substan-
tially more teachers than school leaders; although sensitivity analyses excluding leaders 
yielded substantively identical results, the small number of leaders precluded mean-
ingful role comparisons, and future studies should seek more balanced samples across 
professional roles to enable comparisons and a fuller understanding of organizational 
dynamics.

Several avenues for future research follow from these considerations. A validated 
measure of VSC was used, and its multilevel structure was re-examined in the present 
sample; nevertheless, future research could extend this work by testing the higher-order 
measurement structure of the VSS using multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
or structural equation modeling (SEM) to evaluate potential second-order or bifactor 
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representations of Vibrant School Climate and examine measurement invariance across 
levels more rigorously in different contexts. Relatedly, because the three VSC dimen-
sions (enlivened minds, emboldened voices, and playful learning) represent conceptually 
distinct facets of climate, an important next step is to examine whether these dimen-
sions contribute differentially to teacher wellbeing; in the present study the between-
level structure of the VSS was unidimensional, which constrained such analyses at the 
school level, but dimension-specific associations could be explored at the within level 
and in larger multilevel samples. Future work should also broaden the nomological net 
in two directions. On the outcome side, additional positive constructs such as vitality, 
work enthusiasm, and teacher self-efficacy would enrich the strengths-based account 
of teacher functioning examined here. On the process side, Self-Determination The-
ory suggests concrete mechanisms worth testing: whether vibrant climates are associ-
ated with wellbeing via basic psychological need satisfaction, and via the prevalence of 
motivating (autonomy-supportive, structuring) versus demotivating (controlling, cha-
otic) interpersonal styles among teachers and leaders [127]. Because the present study 
focused on faculty trust in students, extending the analysis to other trust referents (prin-
cipals, colleagues, parents) would also clarify which relational resources matter most for 
wellbeing.

Lastly, subsequent research should use longitudinal or quasi-experimental designs 
to examine temporal dynamics and potential reciprocal associations among wellbeing, 
trust, and climate. Testing theoretically motivated mediation and moderation models—
for example, VSC → trust → wellbeing, or trust as a moderator of the climate–wellbeing 
association—could help clarify functional linkages. A particularly promising avenue is 
intervention research: systematic reviews indicate that school-based interventions can 
improve educator wellbeing [4, 17, 38, 125], and the VSC framework offers a concrete, 
organization-level target for such interventions. Experimental or quasi-experimental 
studies that attempt to cultivate vibrancy through inquiry-oriented professional devel-
opment, participatory decision-making, or playful professional learning and to track 
subsequent changes in need satisfaction, trust, and wellbeing would provide causal evi-
dence that the present correlational design cannot.

6  Implications and conclusion
The findings of this study offer practical insights for educational leadership and critical 
policy implications for teacher health promotion. Rather than focusing solely on individ-
ual-level stress management, educational policy and system-level efforts could prioritize 
the cultivation of Vibrant School Climates as a form of institutional support, with the 
caveat that the present evidence is associational and intervention studies are needed to 
establish effectiveness. Although Vibrant School Climate (VSC) was modeled as a single 
composite construct, its validated subdimensions (enlivened minds, emboldened voices, 
and playful learning) provide a useful framework for translating the concept of vibrancy 
into everyday school practices. Collectively, these dimensions emphasize that faculty 
wellbeing is closely tied to the intellectual, relational, and emotional qualities of school 
life rather than to individual coping alone.

Through enlivened minds, leaders can cultivate professional cultures that nurture curi-
osity, creativity, and continuous learning among teachers. Establishing inquiry-based 
professional development, cross-disciplinary collaborations, and reflective learning 
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communities allows teachers to experience autonomy and growth in their own work. 
Concretely, school leaders might protect scheduled time (e.g., a recurring block within 
contractual hours) for teacher-led inquiry projects and recognize experimentation in 
evaluation conversations rather than penalizing productive failure. With the perspective 
of emboldened voices, schools can implement inclusive decision-making structures and 
ensure that faculty perspectives inform both pedagogical and organizational directions. 
Shared leadership councils, staff advisory groups, or participatory planning sessions can 
strengthen teachers’ sense of agency and belonging. Embedding psychological-safety 
routines such as regular feedback dialogues, open forums, and transparent communi-
cation helps create climates where differing opinions are not only tolerated but valued 
as sources of collective insight. To encourage playful learning, professional experiences 
that are experiential, collaborative, and joyful can be designed such as creative lesson-
design workshops, peer-observation exchanges, or “innovation days” that invite experi-
mentation and reflection. When playfulness is normalized as a shared professional value, 
growth and enjoyment can coexist within the serious work of teaching and learning.

For educational policymakers, three specific implications follow. First, teacher well-
being and strengths-based climate indicators (such as vibrancy) could be incorporated 
alongside conventional safety and achievement metrics in school quality frameworks 
and regular school climate surveys, so that flourishing becomes visible and monitorable 
at the system level. Second, funding streams for professional development could explic-
itly support the organization-level practices described above (inquiry-based professional 
learning, participatory governance structures), rather than exclusively individual-level 
stress-management offerings. Third, given persistent concerns about teacher attrition, 
wellbeing-supportive climate development could be positioned as a component of reten-
tion strategy, with district-level support for principals in building trust and vibrancy.

Children and adolescents spend a significant portion of their lives in schools; there-
fore, schools have a crucial responsibility to model and sustain environments that pro-
mote wellbeing for all participants. While the cross-sectional nature of the data limits 
causal inference, the results suggest that schools characterized by vibrant, participatory, 
and joyful climates, where trusting relationships are fostered and curiosity and collabo-
ration are encouraged, tend also to be schools where faculty report higher wellbeing. 
Fostering such environments, where teachers’ intellectual engagement, voices, and cre-
ativity are supported, may go hand in hand with more inclusive, dynamic, and fulfilling 
workplaces. These insights underscore the central role of school climate in a positive and 
thriving educational community for both educators and students. By prioritizing vibrant, 
participatory, and joyful climates where trusting relationships are the norm, educational 
systems may be better positioned to retain teachers and sustain a thriving educational 
community that is resilient in the face of modern-day teaching pressures.
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