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Coping styles are generally considered to be environmentally driven. Up to now, research has mainly focused on family influences. However, some studies underline the effect of educational settings on the development of problem-focused coping strategies. Consistently with previous reports on the enhancement of autonomy and problemsolving in alternative schools, and the relationship established by selfdetermination theory between autonomy-supportive climates and positive coping, we hypothesized that alternative school students develop more problem-focused coping styles. This hypothesis was tested on 80 traditional school students and 50 alternative school students (Steiner, Montessori and New schools), during their last secondary school year, using the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (Endler & Parker, 1990a). We also assessed psychological factors which can influence coping styles measures (anxiety and depression), using the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, 1983), and the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, Ward, Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961). The proportion of problem-focused coping strategies was compared in traditional and alternative settings,
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adjusting for potential confounding factors, using logistic regression. Results show that the proportion of students using predominantly problem-focused coping strategies is higher in the population of alternative schools. Directions for further research on alternative schools are highlighted concerning coping as well as autonomysupportive class climates.



Introduction Coping is considered as a cognitive and behavioral response to a stressful situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). As coping has been proved to mediate the effects of stress on mental and physical health (Compas, Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Thomsen, & Wadsworth, 2001; Seiffge-Krenke, 1995; Spirito, Francis, Overholser & Frank, 1996; Spirito, Stark, Grace & Stamoulis, 1991; Steiner, Erickson, Hernandez & Pavelski, 2002; Wolchik & Sandler, 1997), it has become an extended field of research. According to the review made by Bruchon-Schweitzer (2002), the use of problem-focused coping strategies is negatively correlated to anxiety and depression symptoms. More recent studies have also underlined that the use of emotion-focused coping strategies predicts depression in student populations (Dunkley, Zuroff, & Blankstein, 2003; Grebot & Barumandzadeh, 2005; Hatchett & Park, 2004). Furthermore, this type of coping strategies has also shown positive correlations with physical health symptoms (Bruchon-Schweitzer, 2002; Suls & Fletcher, 1985). In their review on childhood and adolescence coping, Compas and colleagues describe coping as “conscious volitional efforts to regulate emotion, cognition, behavior, physiology, and the environment in response to stressful events or circumstances” (2001, p. 89). These regulatory processes are closely linked to the biological, cognitive, social and emotional development of the individual (for a review see Fields & Prinz, 1997). Thus an individual’s developmental level both contributes to the resources that are available for coping and limits the coping strategies the individual can use (Compas et al., 2001). According to the studies carried out by Endler and Parker (1990a), it is possible to assign coping styles into three main categories: (1) the problem-focused coping with an active problem-solving approach (attempts to regulate the situation), (2) the emotion-focused coping which implies focusing on cognitive thinking about the emotional reactions induced by a given situation (attempts to regulate the emotion), (3) the avoidance coping which aims at avoiding the stressful situation. Various studies have shown that personality traits are related to coping styles (see Compas et al., 2001), as well as genetic factors (Busjahn, Faulhaber, Freier, & Luft, 1999; Kendler, Kessler, Heath, Neale, & Eaves, 1991). However, coping is often assumed to be a learnt behavior, environmentally driven (Cianciolo, 1965; Busjahn et al., 1999), particularly by family influences (Hardy, Power, & Jaedicke, 1993; Kliewer & Lewis, 1995; McKernon, Holmbeck, Colder, Hommeyer, Shapera, & Westhoven, 2001; Ruchkin, Eisemann, & Hagglof, 1999). In line with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977), family influence occurs mainly through modeling (children following parents’ overt coping strategies), but also through coaching (parental coping suggestions), and family context (relationships, socioeconomic status, etc., Kliewer, Fearnow, & Miller, 1996). Two parental behaviors studied extensively in relation to child coping are responsiveness, defined as the degree of parental acceptance and ability to adapt to children’s needs, and demandingness, defined as the degree to which parents supervise their offspring and have expectations for mature behavior (McKernon et al., 2001). Researchers found that responsiveness and demandingness were positively correlated with greater use of problem-focused coping strategies (Dusek & Danko, 1994; McIntyre & Dusek, 1995). Some researchers consider that the central mediator in this relation between rearing practices and coping dispositions may lie in perceived competence and control (Compas, Banez, Malcarne, & Worsham, 1991; McIntyre & Dusek, 1995). Hence, responsiveness and demandingness promote perceptions of competence, which are related to perceptions of
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control in stressful situations (Weisz, 1986), and perceived control, in turn, has been shown to relate to the use of problem-focused coping (Compas et al., 1991). Parent responsiveness and demandingness would thus have an indirect effect on coping styles through perceptions of competence. Although research about the influence of parenting on the development of coping styles has come up with significant data, authors underline the lack of research considering the influence of other environmental factors, such as school (teachers, peers, educational methods), on the development of coping styles. They suggest that this field of study should be expanded in order to better understand how coping styles develop, and hence to foster adapted interventions increasing the efficacy of coping strategies used (Kliewer, Parrish, Taylor, Jackson, Walker, & Shivy, 2006; McKernon et al., 2001). Indeed, little has been researched about the influence of school educational settings on the development of coping styles. Out of the 689 articles referenced by PsycINFO on coping styles, none appeared to be focused on the impact of other factors than genetics and family environments on coping styles. However, some studies have revealed that particular teaching methods can enhance the use of problemfocused coping strategies (De Anda et al, 2000). Specific programs aimed at developing problem solving skills and coping with stress are also reported (Garmezy & Rutter, 1983). The results of these studies underline the efficacy of such devices and encourage their development as part of mental health prevention programs (Pfohl, 1980; Spivack & Shure, 1974; Stone, Hindz & Schmidt, 1975). The literature about alternative educational settings (mainly Montessori and Waldorf/Steiner schools), also underlines the development of autonomous management of work and transferable skills such as problem-solving and creative thinking (Boehnlein, 1997; Kendall, 1992; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Ogletree, 1996). As defined before in terms of parental rearing practices, the studies on alternative schools appear to underline a similar pattern of education which comprises high levels of responsiveness as well as demandingness (Boehnlein, 1997; Kendall, 1992; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). Consistent with the findings about parental rearing, we hypothesized that alternative school settings promote a greater use of problem-focused coping strategies. This assumption can also be supported by a research carried out on Montessori vs. traditional education schools (Castellanos, 2003) in the framework of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002). According to self-determination research in the field of education, class climate, and in particular teacher behavior (autonomy-supportive or controlling), has an important impact on students’ intrinsic motivation which, in turn, affects other components such as competence perceptions and school performance (e.g., Boggiano, Flink, Shields, Seelbach, & Barrett, 1993; Flink, Boggiano, & Barret, 1990; Trouilloud, Sarrazin, Bressoux, & Bois, 2006; for a review see Reeve, 2002). Reeve (2002) defines autonomy-supportive teachers as being responsive (spend time listening), supportive (praise quality of performance), flexible in the sense that they allow students to work their own way with the time they need, and they motivate through interest. This type of behavior appears to be frequent in alternative schools where children are invited to choose their own way of working, the time allocated, and the teacher’s role is to support this autonomy and provide environments which encourage autonomous behavior and responsibility (Spodek, 1992, cited in Castellanos, 2003). Controlling teachers use directives, shape students towards the answer they should give, motivate through pressure (evaluations, peer comparisons...). Controlling teacher behaviors appear to be the most frequent type in traditional school settings as teachers report to be most familiar with this behavior (Boggiano, Barrett, Wheiher, McClelland, & Lusk, 1987). Deci, Spiegel, Ryan, Koestner, and Kauffman (1982) argue that this observation could be related to the administration pressure for academic assessments. Contrary to this, in alternative educational settings, teachers are required to use more alternative forms of assessment through observation, individual projects, portfolios (Roemer, 1999); assessment tools which further encourage autonomy-supportive behaviors. According to Deci and Ryan (2002), the positive impact of autonomy-supportive climates is linked to the fact that it corresponds to the individual’s essential needs: need for competence, relatedness and autonomy. These needs are precisely those which alternative
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educational settings aim to attend. Research carried out on alternative schools underline the development of intrinsic motivation, as well as perceptions of competence and autonomy (e.g., Shankland, 2007; for a review see Castellanos, 2003). These perceptions of competence are assumed to be linked to processes of control (Bandura, 1997), and hence, to greater use of problem-focused coping strategies (Folkman, 1984). In the same way, perceived autonomy was found to have unique effects on positive coping (problem-solving and self-comforting), even over and above the significant effects of perceived competence and relatedness (Wellborn et al., 1989, cited in Skinner & Edge, 2002). Following the findings which underline (1) the development of perceived autonomy and competence in alternative educational settings (Castellanos, 2003; Shankland, 2007), (2) the high levels of teacher responsiveness as well as demandingness (Boehnlein, 1997; Kendall, 1992; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006), which are components of autonomy-supportive behaviors (Deci & Ryan, 2002), and (3) the relation between these characteristics and the use of problem-focused coping strategies (Folkman, 1984; Skinner & Edge, 2002), the present study aimed at testing the hypothesis according to which alternative school students use problemfocused coping strategies more frequently than students from the traditional school system. We thus tested the following assumption: a greater number of alternative school students preferentially use problem-focused coping strategies when facing a controllable situation (here the preparation for the baccalaureate), compared with other students. This type of coping style is considered as being more effective in controllable situations (Aldwin, 1994; Endler & Parker, 1990a; Jones and Frydenberg, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Mikulincer & Solomon, 1989; Miller, 1992; Parkes, 1984; Schmidt, 1988; Steiner et al., 2002).



Method Participants The present study included 130 participants who were followed-up for the purpose of a longitudinal study (for more details see Shankland, Genolini, Riou França, Guelfi, & Ionescu, submitted): 50 alternative school students from Steiner, Montessori and New schools, and 80 traditional school students. These students were recruited on a voluntary basis, the selection criteria being that they planned to continue their studies after the baccalaureate and, for the alternative school population, that they had been at least 5 years in an alternative school setting (as some alternative settings only have an elementary school). Participation rates are: 85% for alternative schools students (7 alternative schools out of the 22 selected accepted to give their address files for the purpose of this study, and as these files lacked recent date, only 59 students out of the 140 could be contacted, of which 50 accepted to take part), and 30% for traditional school students (80 out of 270 students contacted). The participants from alternative schools were significantly older than the others (18.5 compared with 17.5; p 
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