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Abstract

The aim of this study is to examine the relationship between sense of classroom community and
interpersonal sensitivity in high school students. The research population was composed of 409
students from an Anatolian high school located in Umraniye county of Istanbul city. The sample
consisted of 208 females and 201 male students and the mean age was 15.37. The data were obtained
by using the Classroom Community Index and Interpersonal Sensitivity Scale. The descriptive
statistics, Pearson correlation coefficient and path analysis were used in the analysis of the data. There
were significant and negative correlations among high school students' sense of classroom community
and interpersonal worry and dependency, unassertive interpersonal behavior and low self-esteem
levels which are the subscales of the interpersonal sensitivity. Results of the path analysis indicated
that interpersonal sensitivity had a significant, negative predictive role on sense of classroom
community. This analysis also stated that the fit indices for the proposed structural model were good
(’/df = 1.61, SRMR = 0.01, GFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.039, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98).
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INTRODUCTION

Sense of Classroom Community

McMuillan and Chavis (1986) defined the sense of community as, "a feeling that members have
of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that
members' needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p.
9). Membership, shared emotional connection and integration and fulfillment of needs are the three
main components of the sense of community. McMillan and Chavis (1986) explained that membership
includes feelings of belonging to the group, boundaries, personal investment, emotional safety,
relatedness among members, and willingness to sacrifice for the group. Shared Emotional Connection
is based on the belief that members will continue to share a group history with common experiences,
places, and time spent together (Sarason, 1974). Influence covers both members feeling they have
influence on the group and that the group influences them. Integration and Fulfillment of Needs
addresses the belief that needs will be met by resources available due to group membership, members
are competent and can help each other, and the group can progress (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).

Some studies have showed that higher levels of sense of community are related to higher
levels of physical health, mental health, and economic prosperity (Chavis & Pretty, 1999; Peterson,
Speer, & McMillan, 2008) as well as lower levels of loneliness (Prezza, Amici, Roberti, & Tedeschi,
2001) and depression (Peterson, Speer, & McMillan, 2008). Socio-demographic features like ethnic
homogeneity, marriage, and higher income levels are related to strong sense of community (Davidson
& Cotter, 1986; Nasar & Julian, 1995; Wilson & Baldassare, 1996). Furthermore, the length of
residency (Buckner, 1988; Chavis, Hogge, McMillan, & Wandersman, 1986; Glynn, 1981,
Skjaeveland, Garling, & Maeland, 1996), homeownership (Davidson & Cotter, 1986; McMillan &
Chavis, 1986), gender and age (Campbell & Lee, 1992), presence or absence of children (Buckner,
1988; Nasar & Julian, 1995; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Skjaeveland, Garling, & Maeland, 1996) are
also linked to the sense of community.

Sense of classroom community is an important topic for online and offline learning
environments. As a result of the increase in technological tools, students started to discuss, learn and
interact among themselves or with teachers by using them (Wang, 2008). According to Sergiovanni
(1994), there is a need for authentic communities connecting students and teachers in schools within
the framework of shared values, ideas and goals. In the context of social learning, learning is defined
as an area in which people identify the problems that affect themselves, produce solutions, and learn
through group activities where they perform solutions. As the community evolves, new informations
and skills may be gained (MacNeil, 1997).

Rovai and Jordan (2004) used a causal-comparative design to examine the relationship of
sense of community and traditional classroom, blended, and fully online higher education learning
environments. Participants consisted of 51 females and 17 males. The Classroom Community Scale
(CCS) was completed by the traditional and blended course participants during face-to-face meetings
proctored by the course’s professor while fully online course participants completed the CCS via an
online survey. It was pointed out that students with high levels of sense of classroom community are
highly committed to the educational environment, do not feel isolated and have high academic
achievement in online learning environments (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). The sense of classroom
community turns out to be a positive aspect of students' thinking about each other, leading to a higher
level of commitment (Rovai, 2002a).

Rovai (2002a) noted that the sense of classroom community includes two main factors;
connectedness and learning. Connectedness factor refers to integrity, vitality, mutual solidarity and
trust within the group. The learning factor is related to the use of interactions within the group and the
dissemination of satisfying learning objectives in the environment. The interaction within this learning
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community connects students to each other and helps each other to solve a common problem (Rovali,
2002b).

Interpersonal Sensitivity

Interpersonal sensitivity is “the ability to correctly perceive and respond appropriately to their
individual, interpersonal, and social environment” (Bernieri, 2001, p.1). One of the most prominent
features of people who have high interpersonal sensitivity is social avoidance behavior. They tend to
avoid interaction with people. They tend to see themselves inadequate and worthless because of their
irrational beliefs (Boyce & Parker, 1989). Interpersonal sensitivity includes unreasonable and extreme
sensitivity and awareness of other people's way of thinking and behavior (Davidson, Zisook, Giller &
Helms, 1989). This concept consists of a general state of sensitivity in the form of fear perceived by
others or an apprehension of genuine criticism and an increased fear of other people's thoughts and
behaviors (Boyce et al., 1991).

According to Riggio and Riggio (2001), interpersonal sensitivity can be distinguished into two
concepts. These concepts are emotional sensitivity and social sensitivity. Emotional sensitivity
includes the ability to correctly assess nonverbal cues of emotions (Carney & Harrigan, 2003).
Nonverbal messages perform many functions that can carry intercultural and interpersonal
communication. Ekman and Friesen (1969) underlined several functions of nonverbal messages. First,
the message can be replaced by a verbal message and second, the nonverbal message can complete the
sent oral message. Nonverbal messages may emphasize part or multiple variations of the verbal
message to enhance or organize the message. According to Swenson and Casmir (1998), as cultural
similarities diminish, it is also difficult to decipher nonverbal expressions of emotions. The role of
emotional sensitivity is to perceive nonverbal cues and accurately assess them based on the content
and to determine the underlying emotions of the communicator (Carney & Harrigan, 2003). Nonverbal
expressions vary from culture to culture. Nonverbal messages can be reactive and deliberate. They are
important because they function to bring us closer to the things that are safe and away from the
dangerous ones (Swenson & Casmir, 1998). Social sensitivity is a concept related to universal social
knowledge including emotion, personality, and social roles (Carney & Harrigan, 2003). According to
Lopes, Salovey, Cote, and Beers (2005), social sensitivity contains social skills, personality traits,
motivation, and individual adaptation. Overall, this concept of interpersonal sensitivity requires the
ability to evaluate emotions, thoughts, and personalities of others, as well as the ability to read social
events and be sensitive to the social behavior of others (Riggio & Riggio, 2001). Harb, Heimberg,
Fresco, Schneier and Liebowitz (2002) separated interpersonal sensitivity into three factors. The first
factor is called "interpersonal worry and dependency”, the second factor is " low self-esteem™ and the
third factor is "unassertive interpersonal behavior ".

There are some studies investigated the relationship among the interpersonal sensitivity and
other variables. Many studies found that interpersonal sensitivity is positively related to depression
and an important predictor of depression (Boyce & Mason, 1996; Davidson, Zisook, Giller & Helms,
1989; Harb et al., 2002; Rizzo, Daley & Gunderson, 2006). In studies investigating the relationship
between social phobia and interpersonal sensitivity, it was found that there was a significant positive
correlation between these two concepts (Harb et al., 2002; Vidyanidhi & Sudhir, 2009). London,
Downey, Bonica and Paltin (2007) explained that rejection sensitivity is an important predictor of
social withdrawal and social phobia. As the level of problems in social communication increase, the
level of awareness decrease in interpersonal relations.

The Present Study

Despite these findings, no study has investigated the relationship between sense of classroom
community and interpersonal sensitivity. Having high interpersonal sensitivity in relationships can
lead to various problems as it often involves personal inadequacy and misinterpretation of others'
behaviors. People have high interpersonal sensitivity may not clearly express their thoughts when they
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are with others, and they have difficulty being social and assertive (Boyce et al., 1991). McCabe,
Blankstein, and Mills (1999) found that interpersonal sensitivity levels of high school students are
positively correlated with depressive symptoms, low self-esteem and low academic performance. It
may lead to low sense of classroom community. On the other hand, the perception of the social
environment is an important influence of the sense of community on the learning performance of
students (Rovai, 2002b). Students who have high levels of sense of community do not feel isolated,
and have high academic achievement in school (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). Group members verify and
evaluate their identities within the group and at the same time help to verify the identities of others in
the group. This validation and evaluation helps to develop community and cohesion within a group
(Kreijns, Kirschner, Jochems & Buuren, 2002).

Sense of classroom community and interpersonal sensitivity are important components for
adolescents’ school life. No study examined the relationship between the sense of classroom
community and interpersonal sensitivity on adolescents was carried out. Thus, studies to be performed
in this field have importance. It is thought that this study can help school teachers and psychological
counselors to get knowledge about the relationship between sense of classroom community and
interpersonal sensitivity in school environment. This information may have a key component for the
professionals to make studies or interventions on students. Accordingly, this study examined the
relationship between sense of classroom community and interpersonal sensitivity.

METHOD

Participants

The research population was composed of 409 students, grades 10 to 11, from an Anatolian
high school located in Istanbul. The sample consisted of 208 females and 201 male students and the
average age was 15.37. The convenience sampling method was used which enables the sample to be
selected from easily accessible and practical units (Bryman, 2004).

Procedure

Permission for students to take part in the application is taken from school administration and
voluntary participation of students is provided. Informed Consent Form, Classroom Community Index
and Interpersonal Sensitivity Scale were administered to 10 and 11. grade students who were volunteer
to participate. All questionnaires were administered face to face during the course hours as groups.

Measures

Classroom community index (CCI). In this study, "Class Community Scale" developed by
Rovai (2002a) to measure the feelings of class community in online learning environments. The two
subdimensions (learning and commitment) consist of a 13-item scale with a five-point Likert scale.
The scale items are scored between "1-strongly disagree” and "5-strongly agree"”. The high scores
obtained from the scale reflect a strong sense of classroom community (Rovai, 2002a). The scale was
adapted to Turkish by Oztiirk (2009; e.g., ‘Bu dersteki grubu bir aile gibi hissediyorum’). In the
adaptation of the CCI to Turkish culture, the form was initially examined by seven experts. In order to
test the equivalence of the forms, necessary corrections were made in accordance with the opinions of
the experts and a group of 29 people was applied for two weeks. The correlation between the two
forms proved the equivalence of the forms (r = .86, p = .000). The translated form was implemented
with 185 students with online learning experience. Explanatory and confirmatory factor analysis was
applied on the obtained data. Based on the results from the factor analysis, the result is that the scale is
valid (Oztiirk, 2009). The Cronbach alpha reliability for the learning subscale was .84 and the
Cronbach alpha reliability for the commitment subscale was .77. The Cronbach alpha reliability for the
entire scale was calculated as .85. In the analysis made within the scope of this research, the Cronbach
alpha reliability of the scale was found to be .80.
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Interpersonal sensitivity scale (ISS). ISS developed by Boyce and Parker (1989). The scale
is a 5-point likert type self-report scale with 30 items. As the results of the factor analysis, a five-factor
structure was obtained called "interpersonal awareness, need for approval, separation anxiety, shyness
and fragile inner self". The internal consistency of the scale was found to be .86 in the patient group
and .85 in the healthy group. The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients for the subscales ranged from
.55 to .80. Test-retest reliability coefficient was .70 for the whole scale, while values range from .55 to
.70. The scale was adapted to Turkish by Dogan and Sapmaz (2012). In view of the findings of these
researchers, they have obtained a structure which is quite similar to the three-factor structure found by
Harb et al. (2002). In this direction, the first factor is called "interpersonal worry and dependency"
(e.g. ‘Eger birisi yaptigim bir seyi elestirirse kendimi kotii hissederim”), the second factor is " low self-
esteem" (e.g. ‘Eger insanlar beni gercekten tanisalar sevmezlerdi’) and the third factor is " unassertive
interpersonal behavior" (e.g. ‘Insanlara kizmakta zorlamrim’). The Cronbach alpha internal
consistency coefficient for the scale was found to be .81. In terms of sub-dimensions, the internal
consistency coefficient was found to be .84 for the interpersonal worry and dependency, .64 for the
low self-esteem, and .73 for the unassertive interpersonal behavior. In the analysis made within the
scope of this research, the Cronbach alpha reliability of the scale was found to be .81.

Data Analysis

Mean, standard deviation, number representation were used for descriptive statistics. The
normal distribution of the sample data was tested with the skewness and kurtosis values and it was
determined that the sample showed normal distribution (Tabachnick, & Fidell, 2001). Since the
sample is normally distributed, parametric tests were performed. Pearson moment product correlation
was used to investigate the relationship between sense of classroom community and interpersonal
sensitivity. In the analysis of the data, SPSS 13.0 program was used and significance level was taken
as .05 and .01. Additionally, path analysis was performed by using AMOS 24 to indicate the predictive
role of interpersonal sensitivity on sense of classroom community.

Results

Firstly, descriptive statistics and correlations between sense of classroom community and
subscales of the interpersonal sensitivity were calculated and the results have been shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations of the Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4

1- Sense of classroom community 1.00

2- Interpersonal worry and dependency -.40** 1.00

3- Unassertive interpersonal behavior -.38** A4** 1.00

4- Low self-esteem -.30** . 44*x* .35** 1.00
M 25.98 44.75 22.35 13.96
SD 9.89 9.37 5.02 5.94
Skewness -.35 .02 -.09 1.13
Kurtosis -48 .28 13 53
Minimum 3 18 9 7
Maximum 48 71 36 32

As seen in Table 1, sense of classroom community had a moderate, significant, negative
correlation to interpersonal worry and dependency (r = -.40, p <.01), a moderate, significant, negative
correlation to unassertive interpersonal behavior (r = -.38, p < .01), and a moderate, significant,
negative correlation to low self-esteem (r = -.30, p < .01). It appears that the low self-esteem had the
lowest means whereas the interpersonal worry and dependency had the highest means. The mean of
sense of classroom community can be accepted as moderate.
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Path analysis was employed to indicate the predictive role of interpersonal sensitivity on sense
of classroom community. Results of this analysis stated that the fit indices for the proposed structural
model were good y*/df = 1.61, SRMR = 0.01, GFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.039, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98
(Bentler & Bonett, 1980; Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Byrne & Campbell, 1999; Schermelleh-Engel &
Moosbrugger, 2003). The results were shown in Fig 1.

e connectednelss
uib 70
@ . learning

Fig 1. Path Analysis of the Model (Ise=low self-esteem, uib= unassertive interpersonal
behavior, iwd= interpersonal worry and dependency, is= interpersonal sensitivity and socc= sense of
classroom community)

As seen in Fig 1, interpersonal sensitivity has a significant, negative predictive role on sense
of classroom community (B = -.61, p<0.01). It was also stated that this model explained 37% of the
variance.

DISCUSSION

Results show that sense of classroom community is negatively correlated with interpersonal
worry and dependency, unassertive interpersonal behavior and low self-esteem which are the subscales
of interpersonal sensitivity. The path analysis stated that interpersonal sensitivity predicts the sense of
classroom community negatively. The present research provides information that interpersonal worry
and dependency, unassertive interpersonal behavior, and low self-esteem are negative components for
students and it’s thought that they may negatively affect sense of community of the students. The
sense of community turns out to be a positive aspect of students' thinking about each other, leading to
a higher level of commitment (Rovai, 2002b). Students with high sense of community have positive
attitudes about other students whereas the students who have high interpersonal sensitivity do not.

The findings obtained from this study are important in terms of showing that the sense of
classroom community may change depending on the students ' interaction with each other. It is clear
that students ' interpersonal anxiety and addiction, passive interpersonal behavior and low self-esteem
patterns can positively affect their feelings of belonging to the class, feeling secure in there, and being
united with the class. This may also affect concepts such as communication with the teacher, learning,
and academical achievement. Students who have high interpersonal sensitivity in the classroom
environment may not have sense of belonging to the class. Thus, course failures, incompatible and
antisocial behaviors or communication problems can be occur in these environments.

There are some limitations of this study. Since the sample is only from the group of the high
school, different age groups and school groups may be preferred in future studies. The study was
carried out in Istanbul because there are various sociocultural communities live together in this
metropolis. The study may be conducted in other cities in Turkey. The relationship between sense of
community and interpersonal sensitivity can be examined with other concepts such as rejection
sensitivity, attachment to school, depression, loneliness, and the mediating roles of these concepts.
Since this study is correlational, there is no definite causality. Therefore, experimental studies can be
applied to reduce interpersonal sensitivity or raise sense community levels in face-to-face, remote, or
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online educational environments. Parental education may be conducted with these experimental
studies.
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