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Abstract

This paper investigates the subjective value perceived by teachers, defined as their overall
appreciation of EU-funded educational projects in terms of usefulness, relevance, and
impact on education, regarding projects implemented in Romanian schools during the
period 2014-2022. The main factors influencing the perceived value were identified through
a quantitative approach using a questionnaire-based survey, administered to a sample of
1050 teachers from various regions of the country. The results reveal that improvements
achieved in various aspects of the educational environment quality have a positive influence
on the analyzed indicator. These improvements can be grouped into two categories of
factors that act at the level of school, on the one hand, and at the level of students, on
the other hand, both having a significant impact on increasing the perceived value of
EU-funded educational projects. The differences between schools that benefited from
such educational projects and other schools were also addressed, as well as the influence
of the dominant socio-economic status of children studying in different schools on the
improvement of the quality of the educational environment. The conclusions highlight
the strategic role of European funding in reducing educational disparities and the need to
target support to vulnerable schools. The practical and managerial implications include
strengthening infrastructure, adapting methodologies, and developing staff competencies,
alongside interventions aimed at improving student progress.

Keywords: European educational projects; perceived value of educational projects; educa-
tional environment quality; educational disparities; reducing inequalities; socio-economic
context; Romanian education

1. Introduction

The present research aims to investigate how teachers perceive the value of educational
projects implemented in schools, in the context of European funding carried out in Romania
during the period 2014-2022. Specifically, the research seeks to assess the relationship
between the value subjectively perceived by teachers and the perceived impact of the
projects on certain components of the quality of the institutional educational environment.

Between 2014 and 2022, Romania benefited from substantial financial support from the
European Union for the modernization and development of the education system, aimed
at improving both quality and equitable access to education. According to official data
provided by the European Union’s Cohesion Open Data Platform [1], during the 2014-2020
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period, the Romanian state accessed more than €1.5 billion in non-reimbursable EU funds
for educational projects, with their implementation period extending until 2023. The focus
was placed on supporting lifelong learning, with particular attention given to vulnerable
groups, including children from Roma communities, rural areas, or socio-economically
disadvantaged regions, through the implementation of complementary educational pro-
grams and the development of community-level partnerships. Overall, the European
funds from 2014 to 2022 supported the strengthening of Romania’s educational system,
especially through integrated interventions targeting both human resource development
and infrastructure.

These funds were allocated through various operational programs, the most important
being the following;:

Erasmus+ was the main instrument for financing education in the European Union,
also implemented in Romania. The program supported activities for skills development,
social inclusion, and the modernization of educational systems through international
mobility and cooperation projects. It also aimed to promote the internationalization of
education, lifelong learning, the transition to digital education, active citizenship, and
democracy [2];

“Regional Operational Programme” (ROP)—funded significant interventions in the
field of education, aimed at improving educational infrastructure and reducing regional
disparities. The projects focused on the modernization, rehabilitation, expansion, and
equipping of educational institutions [3];

“Operational Programme Human Capital” (OPHC) was the main European funding
instrument dedicated to the development of human capital in Romania, with a strong focus
on education. The supported interventions aimed to improve the quality of education
and reduce disparities in access to and participation in education. The program’s main
objectives were as follows: reducing early school leaving; aligning the education system
with labor market requirements; creating an equitable educational framework based on
inclusion and equal opportunities; professionalizing teaching staff; and promoting lifelong
learning [4].

“The European Economic Area (EEA) and Norway Grants”—aimed to reduce eco-
nomic and social disparities in the European Economic Area and strengthen international
cooperation. In the field of education, they supported projects for social inclusion, equal
opportunities, improved access to education, and strategic partnerships [5];

“Horizon 2020”—was the European Union’s framework program for research and
innovation, aimed at supporting scientific excellence, technological development, and
addressing major societal challenges. Its objectives included applied research, supporting
international collaboration, and promoting innovation in education and science [6].

Educational projects funded by European funds generally had a multi-regional
scope, being implemented at the national level, and targeting all regions of Romania [7].
The access of educational institutions to these funds was possible through competitive
procedures [2-6]. The funding process involved selecting open calls for funding, draft-
ing project proposals according to the specific requirements of each program, and send-
ing them for evaluation. The selection of schools that benefited from non-refundable
funding was based on clear criteria, such as educational relevance, the needs of the lo-
cal/school community, and the degree of alignment with the strategic objectives of the
funding program.

The objective of this paper is to investigate the subjective value perceived by teach-
ers regarding EU-funded educational projects implemented in Romanian schools during
the period 2014-2022, using a questionnaire-based survey administered to a sample of
1050 teachers from various regions of the country. In this study, subjective perceived value
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refers to the appraisal expressed by teachers regarding EU-funded educational projects,
grounded in their direct and indirect experiences and their judgments about the relevance
and impact of these initiatives on the educational system. This construct is distinct from
objective evaluations, such as cost-benefit analyses or measurable educational indicators.
To attain this objective, the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 presents a literature
overview, showing the way in which researchers were concerned with studying how
EU-funded projects impacted European education. Section 3, presenting the factors that
influence the perception of value in education, explains how the variables were selected
in this study. The research methodology represents the Section 4. Then an analysis and
interpretation of results are provided, followed by discussion and concluding remarks.

2. Literature Overview

The body of literature consulted for this study can be framed around the following
key dimensions: Europeanization of education and lifelong learning, innovation and
modernization in education, limits of quantitative evaluations, quality of the institutional
educational environment, and teachers’ perceptions and professional motivation.

2.1. Europeanization of Education and Lifelong Learning

The Europeanization of education has been widely analyzed in relation to the acces-
sion of Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries to the European Union. Halédsz
(2015) [8] emphasizes the decisive role of lifelong learning as a policy engine that strength-
ened the contribution of education to social and economic development in the region.
Similarly, Lawn and Grek (2024) [9] argue that the European educational space has been
shaped through decades of actions, networks, and policy frameworks, leading to both
convergence and diversification in educational practices across Europe. In Romania, Tusa
(2023) highlights how EU accession triggered structural reforms aligning national education
with European models, while the European Commission (2021) [10] documents confirm
Romania’s gradual compliance with EU strategies. These studies demonstrate the transfor-
mative role of EU membership and policy frameworks, yet they focus predominantly on
system-level integration, with limited attention to the lived experiences and perceptions
of educators.

2.2. Innovation and Modernization in Education

Another recurring theme in the literature concerns the modernization of education
through EU-funded initiatives. Norouzi Larsari (2022) [11] identifies six key indicators
of innovation in European and Czech primary education, framing them as a holistic
response to contemporary challenges. At the national level, Ion and Barbatosu (2024) [12]
emphasize how EU programs contributed to improving infrastructure, introducing digital
technologies, and enhancing learning conditions, thereby promoting quality education.
Popescu (2020) [13], in turn, focuses on community-level perspectives, highlighting the
perceived positive impact of projects in advancing sustainable education. While these
contributions demonstrate the modernization potential of EU funding, they primarily
conceptualize innovation as material or infrastructural outputs. The extent to which these
outputs translate into subjective value for teachers and sustainable practices in classrooms
remains underexplored.

2.3. Limits of Quantitative Evaluations

In Romania, official evaluations of EU-funded educational projects have focused al-
most exclusively on quantitative indicators, offering an incomplete image of their real
efficiency. This reliance on administrative and infrastructural outputs risks producing
an “illusion of efficiency,” while obscuring sustainability and neglecting the deeply con-
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textualized, subjective perceptions of the actors directly involved in educational practice.
This evaluative bias leaves a significant gap in understanding how teachers, as the main
mediators of reforms, perceive the relevance, value, and usability of EU-funded projects.

2.4. Quality of the Institutional Educational Environment

A broader body of literature conceptualizes the quality of the institutional educa-
tional environment as a multidimensional construct that integrates both infrastructural and
psychosocial factors. UNESCO and OECD frameworks underline the importance of ade-
quate learning spaces, materials, and facilities, which influence student performance and
attendance. The climate of participation and curricular adaptability are factors positively
correlated with student engagement, motivation, and involvement, learning efficiency,
school performance, as shown by recent OECD research [14,15], and academic engagement
studies [16-18].

The OECD (2025) report [19] further stresses the interplay of infrastructure, digi-
tal access, relational climate, and curricular adaptability in fostering participation and
learning outcomes.

School climate is a broad, multidimensional construct that represents the quality
and character of school life [20]. School-level decision-makers can use school climate as-
sessments, based on perceptions, including those of students, as valid tools to measure,
improve, and support practices that strengthen institutional capacity and support school
improvement [21]. Complementing these insights, Wang and Degol (2016) [22] describe
school climate as a set of interdependent dimensions—curricular standards, pedagog-
ical support, professional development, relational interactions, safety, leadership, and
organizational clarity—that shape teachers’ attitudes and levels of engagement. These
dimensions are also supported by other studies that include the academic component, re-
flected through curriculum standards, pedagogical support, and professional development
opportunities [23,24]; the relational or community dimension, defined by the quality of
interactions among teachers, students, administration, and parents [25,26]; the component
of physical and emotional safety, associate with a predictable and stress-free institutional
climate [27,28]. In this regard, [29] emphasizes the importance of a stable, cooperative, and
safe school climate in supporting school performance. Also integrated is the organizational-
institutional dimension, which concerns the clarity of internal procedures, transparency of
decision-making processes, leadership effectiveness [30-32], and resource availability [33].

Improving school climate can optimize educational performance and should be con-
sidered a key strategy for improving both the effectiveness of schools and their long-term
sustainability [34].

Current educational models increasingly emphasize inclusion, diversity, and com-
bating inequalities, emphasizing the role of “inclusive school leadership” in creating an
equitable educational environment [35]. And the available resources, including funding
and infrastructure, significantly influence school performance, especially in disadvan-
taged areas [33]. Improving these components through educational projects can contribute
to shaping a favorable institutional climate, which can influence teachers’ perception of
European-funded projects, determining the extent to which they are considered relevant,
sustainable, and beneficial for professional and institutional development.

Assessing teachers’ perceptions of school climate is essential, as teachers offer a unique
perspective, different and complementary to that of students or parents, on the educational
environment. Recent studies propose an in-depth analysis of teachers” and school principals’
perceptions of the value of their profession, their well-being and work-related stress, and
their satisfaction with working conditions [36]. In a systemic approach, which considers the
school as a set of interdependent levels, teachers’ perceptions reflect both institutionalized
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classroom practices and organizational culture, directly influencing how school climate is
constructed and sustained. Therefore, a realistic and balanced understanding of climate
requires including teachers’ perspectives in the assessment [37].

While this literature demonstrates that institutional environment and school climate
are both structural and perceptual, research seldom links these dimensions explicitly to
EU-funded educational projects. The tangible improvements delivered by such projects—
such as digital resources, infrastructure, or pedagogical support—may influence how
teachers perceive the institutional climate, yet this connection has not been systematically
investigated in Romania.

2.5. Teachers’ Perceptions and Professional Motivation

A growing body of research positions teachers’ subjective perceptions as critical
predictors of professional motivation and reform sustainability. Studies highlight that
perceived value enhances commitment and involvement in innovation processes [38—41].
The Education and Training Monitor (2023) [42] reinforces this finding by showing that
while more than 90% of teachers value autonomy and involvement in decision-making,
only 17.7% feel truly appreciated in their profession. This discrepancy illustrates the risks
of neglecting teachers’ subjective perspectives: without a positive and internalized sense of
project usefulness, reforms remain superficial and unevenly implemented [43-46]. Teachers’
perceptions, therefore, provide unique and essential insights into the functionality and
sustainability of reforms, complementing student- or parent-centered evaluations.

The reviewed literature converges on several key points. First, EU-funded projects
have contributed significantly to the modernization and Europeanization of education
in Romania and other CEE countries. Second, infrastructure, digitalization, and school
climate are widely recognized as critical factors for quality education. However, across these
strands, there is a consistent neglect of teachers’ perceptions of EU-funded interventions.
Quantitative evaluations dominate official assessments, while the subjective dimension—
the degree to which teachers perceive these projects as relevant, sustainable, and valuable
for professional and institutional development—remains insufficiently addressed.

Taken together, the literature highlights a paradox: while EU-funded educational
projects have delivered substantial infrastructural and policy achievements, their sustain-
ability depends on how they are perceived by teachers, who act as the primary mediators
of educational change. By focusing on teachers’ perceptions of the subjective value of
EU-funded projects, this study seeks to fill a significant gap in the Romanian and European
educational research landscape.

3. Factors Influencing the Perception of Value in Education

The selection of variables used in the present research was based on recent literature
on school effectiveness, the sustainability of educational interventions, and the professional
perception of teaching staff. Each of these variables represents a key aspect frequently
associated with successfully implementing educational projects in the school environment.

Students’ learning performance constitutes a fundamental indicator of educational
outcomes and is recognized as an essential proxy for the quality of teaching and institu-
tional support [47]. Studies show that teachers’ perceptions of students’ progress directly
influence the evaluation of the effectiveness of any curricular or pedagogical interven-
tion [48,49].

At the same time, numerous studies show that adequate financial support can lead to
significant improvements in school performance, especially in disadvantaged communities.
For example, in North-East England, a program aimed at reducing educational barriers led
to substantial improvements in grades and a decrease in absenteeism, with notable progress
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in mathematics and reading, and a positive impact on the whole school [50]. Similarly, the
1994 reform in Michigan, which increased financial support for regions with the lowest
per-student spending, had a clear effect on students’ performance [51], being associated
with higher university enrollment and graduation rates [52]. In the long term, sustained
investments in education have been linked to higher incomes and a reduced risk of poverty
among students from low-income backgrounds [53].

International experiences also highlight the same trend. In Indonesia, financial support
in the form of scholarships was correlated with better academic performance by reducing
the financial pressure on students [54].

In South Korea, additional funding directed toward underperforming schools signifi-
cantly reduced the number of students below the average level [55], and in Kenya, private
funding proved most effective in boosting human capital [56].

However, not every increase in funding automatically guarantees improved perfor-
mance. In Nigeria, although the government increased budgets for secondary education,
students’ performance remained below expectations due to insufficient budgetary allo-
cations and the lack of alternative funding sources [57]. Post-1990 reforms in the United
States have shown that increased funding in low-income districts leads to gradual improve-
ments in student performance [58]. Conversely, cuts in education funding during the Great
Recession coincided with stagnating academic progress and widened inequalities between
social groups [59].

School enrollment reflects the attractiveness and accessibility of the educational insti-
tution for the community. It is a widely used indicator in monitoring inclusion and equity
in education, being an integral part of SDG indicators 4.1 and 4.5 on quality education and
reducing inequalities [60-62].

Studies show that early educational interventions profoundly influence individuals’
later development, and the effectiveness of these interventions depends on their quality
and funding [63]. Those who benefit from early educational programs tend to achieve
higher levels of education, have better job matching, and develop the ability to learn
independently [64] —factors that positively influence continued schooling and enrollment
rates in subsequent stages. High-quality early education, based on sustainable pedagogies
that encourage reflection and initiative, is considered a cornerstone in promoting accessible
and relevant education [65].

Moreover, the way a society educates its younger generation is essential for achieving
sustainable development, and inclusion in the educational system depends on the existence
of coherent access and funding policies [66]. In this context, school enrollment reflects not
only the physical accessibility of education but also its attractiveness to families, which is
decisively influenced by the quality and resources provided. Economic studies also show
that investments in early childhood education yield the highest social returns compared to
investments made in later stages of a child’s life [67].

Absenteeism and early school leaving are early warning signs of systemic dys-
functions [68,69]. Recent studies highlight the link between reduced absenteeism and
increased curricular relevance, as well as the quality of the school-student relation-
ship [70,71]. Teachers perceive these aspects as expressions of the success (or failure) of
educational transformations.

Absenteeism is closely linked to socio-economic factors and the quality of educational
interventions, and its effects extend far beyond the time spent in school. Research shows
that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to be absent than those
from higher-income families, reflecting structural inequalities in access to education [71,72].
This type of absenteeism directly contributes to widening the educational performance
gap between socio-economic groups [73,74]. Moreover, absenteeism is also associated with
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declines in academic performance [73], affecting both the student-teacher relationship and
the connection between school and family [70].

The negative effects of absenteeism are also felt in the long term, influencing future
participation in the labor market and the socio-professional success of individuals [68].
Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are also more vulnerable to these negative ef-
fects [73]. In this regard, interventions that reduce absenteeism [75] can increase graduation
rates and help reduce educational gaps [69]. Among these interventions are after-school
and extracurricular programs, which have led to improved academic performance and
reduced absenteeism [76,77]. However, the impact of these programs varies, and their
effectiveness depends on the context of implementation [78,79]. Additionally, policies
such as providing free or reduced-price meals have positive effects on school attendance,
demonstrating that indirect social support plays an important role in sustaining student
participation [74].

Early school leaving is a global challenge with far-reaching economic and social conse-
quences, necessitating coherent interventions in both educational policy and funding [80].
Its determinants are diverse, encompassing social, economic, and relational factors. For
instance, students are particularly likely to leave school during periods of educational
transition, often due to the limited concrete opportunities provided by the education sys-
tem [81]. Moreover, poverty and family structure exert a significant influence on dropout
rates [82].

In this context, effective interventions must incorporate family support and integrated
services to foster a healthy and motivating school environment [83]. Positive examples
come from Tanzania, where educational programs supporting rural girls have also bene-
fited boys, highlighting the spillover effects of well-targeted investments [84]. Similarly,
in Indonesia, close collaboration between families, schools, and communities has proven
effective in preventing dropout by creating an inclusive and equitable educational cli-
mate [85]. The importance of family support is further underscored by studies showing
that parental involvement and the maintenance of a stable, nurturing environment help
reduce absenteeism and dropout, whereas conflict and lack of supervision increase the risk
of early school leaving [86]. Preventing early school leaving requires sustainable financial
investments and educational strategies that address both the structural and relational needs
of students, with a focus on equity and community support [80].

Student satisfaction has been recognized in the international literature as a prerequi-
site for authentic and sustainable learning. The quality of educational services—such as
facilities, learning resources, and instructional support—is a major determinant of student
satisfaction, underscoring the importance of adequate funding for these components [87].
Teacher presence, course structure, and consistent interaction are factors that directly influ-
ence student satisfaction [88]. Similarly, the social and academic climate of the classroom,
built through positive relationships and support, contributes to higher levels of satisfac-
tion with school [89]. Furthermore, students’ positive perceptions of teaching quality, the
organization of learning, and the assessment system lead to greater satisfaction with the
educational process as a whole [90]. These findings highlight that student satisfaction is
not a random outcome but rather reflects investments in infrastructure, human resources,
and pedagogical training, all made possible through adequate and sustainable funding
for education.

Student engagement [91,92] is closely linked to intrinsic motivation and a sense of
belonging [93,94], and teachers often assess the impact of projects through the lens of these
observable responses.

Studies show that students’ perceptions of the educational environment significantly
shape their levels of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral engagement, with these forms
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of engagement being directly linked to academic performance [95]. Student engagement
is conceptualized as a dynamic, multidimensional construct that integrates behavioral,
emotional, and cognitive dimensions of participation in the educational process [96]. The
concept of the educational environment encompasses not only the physical aspects of the
school space but also social interactions, organizational culture, and digital infrastructure—
all of which shape students’ experiences, perceptions, and learning [97].

The literature clearly highlights the significant influence of teachers on student en-
gagement, underscoring the central role of educators in fostering authentic and sustained
involvement in the learning process [96]. Research shows that high-quality teacher-student
relationships contribute to reducing problematic behavior, improving academic perfor-
mance, and increasing school engagement [98]. Moreover, engagement, classroom interac-
tions, and loyalty to the school are positively associated with perceptions of educational
quality [99].

Low engagement is frequently observed during the transition from primary to sec-
ondary education, making it not only an indicator of classroom climate quality but also
a mediator of academic outcomes [100]. At the same time, students’ perceptions of the
school climate directly predict their engagement in learning activities [101]. Enjoyment
of attending school has been shown to have a positive impact on academic performance,
supported by social integration and a favorable learning environment at home [102]. Active
participation is positively correlated with students” well-being at school [103], underscoring
that engagement holds not only academic value but also emotional and social significance.
Teachers can enhance student engagement by providing informational and emotional
support, which in turn fosters positive peer interaction [104].

At the same time, unequal educational support, determined by students’ socio-
economic status, leads to lower engagement and more modest educational outcomes.
Children from disadvantaged backgrounds receive less support, which negatively affects
school enjoyment, achievement, and social integration [102].

Results from national assessments and exams constitute a standardized measure
of educational impact and are considered relevant for the objective evaluation of school
progress. Educators recognize that national assessments provide valuable data regarding
students’ preparedness, and their perceptions of the usefulness of these results serve as an
important indicator of the effectiveness of implemented educational support measures [105].
Teachers in Chile and Norway have reported that standardized test results do not always
accurately reflect what students have learned, suggesting that perceptions of test validity
are relevant when judging the effectiveness of national assessments [106].

School effectiveness is a complex concept influenced by resources, environment, and
educational policies, and can be evaluated through indicators such as academic perfor-
mance, student engagement, and teacher satisfaction [33].

Standardized tests are increasingly used internationally as tools to evaluate the quality
of education, the effectiveness of governmental policies, and the positioning of schools
within educational hierarchies [107]. At the same time, contemporary theories of school
effectiveness have evolved to emphasize effective leadership, positive school culture,
adaptation to the needs of diverse students, as well as the correction of systemic inequalities
and the promotion of social justice [33]. In this context, exam results cannot be viewed in
isolation but must be correlated with each student’s educational and social background.
Factors such as parental income, educational level, health status, and family structure play
a crucial role in determining student performance [108].

At the same time, teacher quality—particularly effective interaction, adaptability, and
high qualifications—is associated with better student performance, regardless of other
contextual factors [109]. Student motivation, teacher competence, school environment, and
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family support are also strongly correlated with exam results, demonstrating that the edu-
cational process is influenced by a network of interdependent factors [110]. Furthermore,
other studies highlight the significant effects of the interaction between the curriculum and
national examinations on student performance, emphasizing the importance of coherence
between school programs and assessment methods [111].

Infrastructure (construction, renovation) constitutes a fundamental element for cre-
ating a safe and effective educational environment. The quality of infrastructure has a
direct impact on school attendance, professional satisfaction, the quality of teacher-student
interactions, as well as student performance, especially in socioeconomically disadvantaged
settings [112].

A well-designed learning environment, which includes natural lighting, adequate
ventilation, ergonomic furniture, and the integration of outdoor spaces, contributes sig-
nificantly to students’ well-being and educational success [113]. This relationship is also
confirmed in the context of Ecuador, where school infrastructure such as art laboratories,
medical services in schools, and access to utilities are positively associated with academic
performance, especially in rural areas [114].

In Nigeria, stark disparities between urban and rural school infrastructure negatively
impact the educational opportunities of students in underfunded areas, underscoring the
urgent need for equitable investment policies [115]. Additionally, absenteeism is more
frequent in schools with poor infrastructure, especially in impoverished areas or primary
schools, highlighting the need for strategies to improve school conditions [116]. The neces-
sity to modernize educational buildings is further emphasized by inefficient energy profiles,
which involve resource losses and inadequate learning environments [117]. Moreover, poor
air quality in classrooms is another factor that diminishes student performance, demon-
strating that infrastructural aspects have a tangible influence on academic outcomes [118].

Overall, the quality of the indoor environment—including air quality, lighting, and
acoustic comfort—plays an essential role in the educational process. In schools in Romania,
issues such as lack of ventilation, inadequate temperatures, absence of cooling systems,
and improperly sized spaces have been identified [119].

Thus, factors such as clean air, adequate lighting, safety, building maintenance, and
thermal comfort influence students’ health, psychological well-being, and performance.
Therefore, decision-makers should pay increased attention to the impact of school infras-
tructure on the quality of learning and student outcomes [120].

Facilities (equipment, work tools)—findings from various studies suggest that several
institutional variables, such as equipment, laboratories, and teaching resources, including
access to school libraries, facilitate instructional effectiveness and learning motivation and
are positively and significantly correlated with the academic performance of primary school
students in the public system [114,121]. Schools represent fundamental spaces for shaping
future generations, which is why providing a healthy and comfortable environment should
be a priority in educational policies [119]. A pleasant learning environment, equipped with
ergonomic furniture, stimulating colors, and appropriate acoustic and thermal conditions,
directly contributes to students” well-being and performance [113].

International studies indicate that well-equipped schools, with access to modern
educational materials, digital equipment, and high-speed internet, achieve higher scores
on international assessments such as PISA, demonstrating the direct impact of facilities
on learning quality [122]. Similarly, research in contexts as diverse as Pakistan shows
that teaching mathematics through interactive approaches increases student engagement,
enhances content comprehension, and improves exam performance, thereby justifying the
allocation of additional funds for such resources [123].
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Additionally, the availability of educational resources, such as computers or labora-
tories, has a direct and significant impact on outcomes in primary and secondary educa-
tion [124]. Studies suggest that approximately 16% of the variation in academic progress
can be explained by the physical characteristics of the learning environment, highlighting
the importance of access to safe, clean, and functional spaces [125].

There is a proven positive correlation between the use of classroom equipment and
students” academic performance, confirming that not only the presence of resources but
also their effective utilization matters in the learning process [126]. Moreover, school
facilities contribute to reducing gaps caused by socioeconomic differences, providing equal
opportunities for all students regardless of their background [127].

The educational offer (study programs, curriculum, etc.) influences the school’s rele-
vance to local and societal needs. A national curriculum cannot be applied uniformly across
all classrooms. Educators frequently adapt the official curriculum to suit their specific
circumstances. In the context of challenges related to student diversity and local needs,
recent research confirms that initiatives supporting curriculum diversification in a flexi-
ble and adapted format—including the integration of Al technologies—are possible only
through the active involvement of teachers with professional expertise and pedagogical
autonomy [128]. Such initiatives significantly contribute to increasing school retention
and reducing dropout rates [129]. Through ongoing professional development and struc-
tural collaboration, teachers become agents of curricular change, directly contributing to
transforming schools into inclusive and relevant environments.

Studies show that the direct allocation of funds to schools for the development of new
academic programs can lead to significant decreases in the number of underperforming
students, highlighting the essential role of adequate funding in improving school perfor-
mance, especially in low-achieving educational institutions [55]. Additionally, the structure
and pace of the curriculum determine the extent to which the educational offer is tailored
to students’ needs. A proper alignment between school programs and students’ learning
pace is crucial for maximizing educational benefits [130]. Moreover, reforms of curricular
programs and policies at the national level have a measurable impact on student outcomes,
regardless of the education level or subject studied [131]. This underscores the importance
of maintaining an updated and contextually relevant educational offer that reflects social
and economic realities.

Procedures and working methods reflect the pedagogical culture of the school. Changes
at this level indicate a genuine commitment to educational innovation. Studies highlight
that teachers evaluate positively projects that support student-centered methods, active
learning, and autonomy. Mel Ainscow (2015) [132] emphasizes the importance of adopting
collaborative and reflective working procedures in education, with a focus on inclusion
and equity.

Students who have well-trained teachers with high teaching standards tend to achieve
better academic results, regardless of other contextual factors [109]. Moreover, varied and
integrative pedagogical strategies contribute to the development of students’ competencies
and play a crucial role in enhancing the quality of the educational process [133].

Teaching methods and programs differ significantly in practice, and this diversity
highlights the direct influence teachers have on student performance through their method-
ological choices [134]. The procedures and methods teachers apply in the classroom not
only support learning and understanding but also contribute to increasing students” mo-
tivation and engagement, which are essential factors for educational success [135]. This
demonstrates that working methods need to be adapted and supported through appropri-
ate educational policies.
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Moreover, student engagement plays a mediating role between teaching practices
and academic outcomes [136]. Additionally, feedback provided by students in primary
and secondary schools has a significant impact on the quality of teaching [137], indicating
the need for reflective pedagogical practices that are adapted according to the needs and
perceptions of the direct beneficiaries of education.

Teaching staff skills, including pedagogical knowledge, self-efficacy, and teaching
enthusiasm, represent a key variable in institutional effectiveness. They directly contribute
to the quality of teaching and are positively correlated with student interest and perfor-
mance [138]. Developing teachers’ digital competencies should be a strategic priority in
educational policies, through initiatives that consistently invest in continuous professional
development. Such interventions are perceived by teachers as more relevant and valu-
able [139], directly contributing to the strengthening of professionalization in the teaching
career. According to TALIS data [36], participation in well-structured training programs is
associated with higher levels of competence, professional autonomy, and job satisfaction
among teachers.

Teachers play a central role in creating a favorable educational environment, motivat-
ing students, and facilitating the learning process, which directly contributes to institutional
effectiveness [133].

There is a clear relationship between teachers’ professional competencies—such as
self-efficacy, emotional intelligence, enthusiasm, and content knowledge—and the quality
of the educational process, which positively influences both student engagement and per-
formance [138,140]. Furthermore, recent educational models demonstrate that factors like
the “adversity quotient,” supported by emotional intelligence and positive organizational
behavior, contribute to strengthening teachers’ professional competence [141].

School management performance directly influences organizational culture, the effi-
ciency of internal processes, and staff satisfaction. Organizational relationships, including
school leadership and teacher collaboration, contribute to motivating teaching staff, the
effective implementation of educational projects, and the enhancement of institutional per-
formance [142]. Transformational educational leadership helps improve the organizational
climate by strengthening collaboration and collective engagement in institutional devel-
opment [143], and it is associated with the sustainability of reforms and the maintenance
of results over time [144]. Effective school leadership is correlated with better academic
outcomes and higher graduation rates, underscoring the central role of leadership in school
success [145].

Successful leadership has a significant, though often underestimated, impact on stu-
dent learning and is considered a key factor in the effective implementation of large-scale
educational reforms [145]. Principals of high-performing schools contribute to improving
the quality of learning through their values and competencies, as well as through the
effective application of change and institutional development strategies [146]. Furthermore,
a positive and collaborative school culture, supported by effective management, creates a
conducive learning environment where all members of the school community are motivated
to pursue common goals, thereby strengthening the school’s overall effectiveness [147].

4. Methodology

The research approach was guided by the following question: What are the determin-
ing factors of the subjective value perceived by teaching staff regarding European-funded
educational projects, and how are these influenced by their experience of participating in
the implementation of these projects?

To address the aim of this study, the following objectives were established:
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O1. To find out how various improvements in the quality of the educational environ-
ment influence the subjective value perceived by teaching staff regarding the EU-funded
educational projects.

For this objective, the following statistical hypothesis was formulated:

H1. Teachers’ attitudes towards improvements achieved in various aspects of the educational
environment quality positively influence the perceived value of EU-funded educational projects.

O2. Determining the extent to which the evolution of the components characteriz-
ing the quality of the educational environment can be attributed to the intervention of
funding programs.

For this objective, the following statistical hypothesis was formulated:

H2. There are significant differences between the schools that implemented EU-funded projects and
the other schools in terms of improvements in the quality of the educational environment.

O3. Determining the extent to which teachers” perceptions towards improving the
quality of the educational environment vary in relation to the dominant socio-economic
status of children studying in different schools.

H3. There is a relationship between the dominant socio-economic status of students and the
perceived improvements in the quality of the educational environment.

To achieve these objectives, a quantitative marketing research was conducted, based on
a survey among teachers teaching in primary, middle, and high school classes in Romania.
Data was collected by using a questionnaire applied online in April 2023. The research
population was represented by 171,477 teachers.

The sampling process was carried out by combining several specific methods. To select
the educational units from which the responding teachers were extracted, two random
techniques were applied: proportional stratified sampling and simple random sampling.
Since it was not possible to apply a random mechanism also for the selection of teachers
from the already selected schools, at this stage, a non-randomized sampling method was
used, namely voluntary selection.

The sample obtained was checked from the perspective of representativeness, con-
sidering both the levels of education and the residential environment of the participating
teachers. To avoid over-representation of certain schools, a maximum of six questionnaires
was administered in each school to teachers at different educational levels. Also, given that
only teachers with relevant experience can provide valuable information for this research,
the final analysis included only responses from teachers with a minimum of three years of
teaching experience.

After completing these steps, the sample size obtained was 1050 people. The confi-
dence interval was set at 95% (a = 0.05 Given that the standard deviation is unknown, it
was estimated by considering the maximum value of the standard deviation in the situation
where there is equality between the number of favorable and unfavorable responses, accord-
ing to the Cochran method [148-152]. Under these conditions, the maximum estimation
error associated with the sample was calculated at -3.02%, which provides a high degree
of precision and external validity of the results obtained.

Regarding the structure of the sample, 62.6% of the respondents come from urban
areas, while 37.4% come from rural areas. The distribution by educational levels shows
that 28.1% of the interviewed teaching staff teach in primary education, 37.3% in secondary
education, 28.5% in high schools and colleges, and 6.1% in arts and vocational schools. To
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verify the degree of similarity between the structure of the sample and that of the target
population based on the area of residence, a t-test for comparing proportions was applied
using the IBM SPSS software. The test result (p-value = 0.579, for a significance level of
0.05) indicates that there are no statistically significant differences between the proportions
observed in the sample and those in the reference population. Therefore, with a 95%
confidence level, the sample is representative from the perspective of the residence variable,
which confers robustness and validity to the research results. Consequently, it was not
necessary to apply any adjustment or weighting techniques to the sample.

The data collection process was carried out through the application of an original
questionnaire, designed by the authors. The questionnaire was pre-tested on a number of
the teaching staff. During the testing process, all issues related to the understanding and
interpretation of the questions’ content were resolved, thus ensuring content validity for
large-scale administration.

The questionnaire was preceded by an information letter detailing essential aspects
such as the research topic, data collection methods, as well as a statement on ensuring the
anonymity and confidentiality of responses. Informed consent was obtained individually
by completing a special section before starting the questionnaire itself. Data collection and
processing were carried out in compliance with the rules of personal data protection.

The questionnaire started with a question aimed at identifying the subjective value
perceived by teaching staff regarding the EU-funded educational projects. Respondents
expressed their agreement with a statement regarding the improvements they have brought
to the education system. The measurement was carried out using a 5-level equally distanced
numerical scale from (—2 points) expressing total disagreement to (+2 points) expressing
total agreement.

The questionnaire also included a series of questions regarding the improvements
observed in the last three years in the quality of some aspects of education, namely: increase
in learning performance, improvements in school enrollment, reducing absenteeism, reduc-
ing early school leaving, increase in student satisfaction, increase in student engagement,
better results in national assessments and exams, infrastructure improvement (construction,
renovation), facilities improvement (equipment, work tools), educational offer improve-
ment (study programs, curriculum, etc.), improving of procedures and working methods,
improvements in teaching staff skills, improvements in school management performance.

In total, thirteen items were evaluated using a 5-level equally distanced numerical
scale from 1 point (the situation has worsened considerably) to 5 points (the situation
has improved considerably). This scale allowed for a nuanced assessment of subjective
perceptions regarding the evolution of the institutional educational environment, both
at the level of the teaching process and in terms of the structural and organizational
dimensions of the school.

The questionnaire also included a question aimed at identifying the implementation
of EU-funded educational projects in the period 2014-2022 in the school represented
by each respondent. This variable was measured on a dichotomous scale, allowing the
establishment of two groups depending on the existence or non-existence of direct exposure
to such interventions.

In the final section, the questionnaire included a series of socio-demographic and
contextual questions, used to characterize the respondents: the dominant socio-economic
status of students, the area of residence (urban/rural), as well as the educational cycle at
which the respondents teach (primary, secondary, high school, or vocational education).
These variables were subsequently used to identify differences between the perceptions of
different groups and to verify the representativeness of the sample.
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The data obtained were processed using the IBM SPSS—Gtatistical Package for Social
Sciences, version 28.0.1.0 (15).

The analysis began with the assessment of the internal consistency of the scale pro-
posed to measure teachers’ attitudes towards improvements in the quality of the educa-
tional environment. For the thirteen items analyzed, the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was
calculated. The value obtained was equal to 0.93, above the minimum threshold recom-
mended by the literature (>0.70). The values obtained by eliminating any of the items fell
between 0.92 and 0.93, which confirms the internal consistency of the items in the scale.
The item-total correlations also have values higher than 0.5.

To identify the general trends and variations between the analyzed aspects, the mean
values and standard deviations were also calculated for each item. The cluster-robust
standard errors were considered instead of a multi-level model, as the actual affiliation of
teachers with a certain school was not taken into account.

An analytical approach regarding the multidimensionality of the evaluated aspects
was carried out by using an Exploratory Factor Analysis, based on Principal Component
Analysis. Two components were, thus, identified that reflect qualitative improvements
at the student level, respectively, at the school level. These components were used to test
the hypothesis H1, regarding the influence of teachers’ attitudes towards improvements
achieved in various aspects of the educational environment quality on the perceived value
of EU-funded educational projects. A Multiple Linear Regression Model with Stepwise
selection was used for testing this hypothesis.

Next, to assess the influence of projects financed by European funds, the results
obtained by schools in which such projects were implemented were compared with those
of schools that did not benefit from these interventions. The differences between the
means of the analyzed items for these two types of schools were tested using Student’s
t-test for independent samples. The test results were complemented with a suggestive
graphic representation of the differences between the two groups to facilitate the visual
interpretation of the identified impact.

The main limitations of the study stem from the fact that the research is based exclu-
sively on the perceptions of teachers, which may introduce a degree of subjectivity in the
impact assessment. Another limitation concerns voluntary sampling, which may generate
a certain bias by over-representing individuals who are more interested or more actively
involved in the projects; consequently, the results should be interpreted with caution since
no sensitivity weighting was applied. The study also relies on teachers’ perceptions without
triangulating the data with objective indicators such as student performance or detailed
financial indicators of the projects. The limited temporal context (2014-2022) and the focus
on a single national education system may restrict the degree of generalization of the results
to other countries or periods.

5. Analysis and Interpretation of the Results

O1. To find out how various improvements in the quality of the educational environ-
ment influence the subjective value perceived by teaching staff regarding the EU-funded
educational projects.

To achieve the first objective of the research, O1, the subjective value perceived by
teaching staff regarding the EU-funded educational projects was measured with a 5-level
equally distanced numerical scale from —2 points to 2 points. The mean value obtained is
equal to 0.8829 points, which reveals a good perceived value (Table 1).
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the perceived value of EU-funded educational programs.
EU-Funded Educational .
Programs in The Number of Std 95% Confidence
Romania in the Period Respondents Mode  Mean Deviation Interval for Mean
2014-2022: (N) Lower Limit Upper Limit
brought important
improvements to the 1050 1 0.8829 1.066 0.8183 0.9474

education system

Source: SPSS database.

To evaluate the improvements in the quality of the educational environment, 13 items
measured with a 5-level scale (5 points = high level of improvement) were used.

Among the aspects analyzed using a scale from 1 point (the situation has worsened
a lot) to 5 points (the situation has improved a lot), the highest mean was recorded for
Improvements in School Management Performance (V1) (3.9781 points), and the worst
evolution was recorded for Increase in learning (3.27331 points), as presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

N Mean Std. Deviation

V1—Improvements in school management performance 1050 3.9781 0.86147
V2—Improvements in teaching staff skills 1050 3.9771 0.77093
V3—Facilities improvement (equipment, work tools) 1050 3.9000 0.88763
V4—Improving of procedures and working methods 1050 3.8610 0.77969
V5—Infrastructure improvement (construction, renovation) 1050 3.7676 0.96719
V6—Educational offer improvement (study programs, curriculum, etc.) 1050 3.7629 0.77862
V7—Improvements in school enrollment 1050 3.5724 0.88683
V8—Increase in student satisfaction 1050 3.5676 0.91576
V9—Increase in student engagement 1050 3.4257 1.04827
V10—Reducing early school leaving 1050 3.3981 0.96931
V11—Better results in national assessments and exams 1050 3.3971 0.91351
V12—Reducing absenteeism 1050 3.2752 0.99256
V13—Increase in learning performance 1050 3.2733 0.95592
Valid N (listwise) 1050

Source: SPSS database.

The results obtained indicate that, overall, at the level of the school units represented
by the respondents, all the analyzed dimensions recorded a positive evolution, but some of
them have a moderate amplitude.

Relating the means to the neutral point of the scale (3 on a 1-5 scale), the results
indicate a positive evolution, with moderate effects for V1-V6, small to moderate effects
for V7-V8, while V9-V13 fall within the range of small effects. To reduce the number of
dimensions of the scale used, an exploratory factor analysis with Varimax rotation was
applied. Thus, two main components were obtained, which explain 68.91% of the total
variation. The analysis is statistically significant (KMO = 0.914, Chi-square = 10,327.1,
p <0.001), as presented in Table Al.

The two components can be labeled according to the significance of the items that
significantly contribute to their formation, as follows: C1—Qualitative improvements at
the student level (Student progress); C2—Qualitative improvements at the school level
(School progress).

To evaluate to what extent the subjective value of EU-funded educational projects
perceived by teachers is influenced by the two obtained components that reflect the improve-
ments in the quality of the educational environment (C1-Student progress and C2-School
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progress), a multiple linear regression was applied, using the stepwise selection method to
avoid the phenomenon of multicollinearity. The two components were considered inde-
pendent variables, and the dependent variable was the value perceived by teachers (PV)
regarding the effect of the educational projects (see Table 3). As the EFA was conducted
to uncorrelated factors, the results of the multicollinearity test indicate the absence of
this phenomenon (VIF = 1). The heteroscedasticity is also not present according to the
Breusch-Pagan test (p > 0.05).

Table 3. Coefficients 2.

Unstandardized Standardized
Model Coefficients Coefficients t Sig.
B Std. Error Beta

1 (Constant) 0.883 0.031 28.119 0.000
School progress 0.321 0.031 0.301 10.206 0.000

(Constant) 0.883 0.030 29.113 0.000

2 School progress (School) 0.321 0.030 0.301 10.567 0.000
Student progress (Student) 0.265 0.030 0.249 8.740 0.000

2. Dependent Variable: Perceived value of EU-funded educational projects (PV). Source: SPSS database.

The multiple linear regression model that returned the best results by using a stepwise
method is the following;:

PV = —0.883 + 0.321 School + 0.265 Student + ¢

The results reveal that both independent variables have a significant positive effect
on the perceived value (p < 0.001). The analysis of variance (ANOVA) indicates that the
model is globally significant (F = 94.02, p < 0.001). The findings also emphasize that im-
provements at the school level have a stronger impact on perceived value compared to
those at the student level. According to these results, the first hypothesis of the research
(H1), regarding the positive impact of the improvements achieved in various aspects of
the educational environment quality on the perceived value of EU-funded educational
projects, was confirmed. Nevertheless, the value of the R-square coefficient (0.152) in-
dicates a range of other variables have a significant influence on the perceived value of
educational projects.

0O2. Determining the extent to which the evolution of the components characteriz-
ing the quality of the educational environment can be attributed to the intervention of
funding programs.

The analysis continued by measuring the existence of significant differences between
the evaluations provided by teachers from schools in which EU-funded projects were im-
plemented and those from schools where such projects were not implemented, concerning
the mean scores obtained for the elements of each main component, namely:

Cl—improvements at the student level (increase in learning performance (V13); im-
provements in school enrollment (V7); reducing absenteeism (V12); reducing early school
leaving (V10), increase in student satisfaction (V8); increase in student engagement (V9);
better results in national assessments and exams) (V11), and

C2—improvements at the school level (infrastructure improvement—construction,
renovation (V5); facilities improvement—equipment, work tools (V3); educational offer
improvement—study programs, curriculum, etc. (V6); improvements of procedures and
working methods (V4), improvements in teaching staff skills (V2), and improvements in
school management performance (V1)).
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The observed differences highlight that direct experience in project implementation
contributes to a more favorable perception of their impact on student-related dimensions
(C1), such as an increase in learning performance (V13), an increase in student engagement
(V9), and an increase in student satisfaction (V8) (Figure 1). This result supports the sub-
jective relevance of these interventions and validates the perceived potential of European
funding to improve the student-centered educational process.

V9 - Increase in student

engagement
3.496
V7 - Improvements in 3.195 V8 - Increase in student
school enrollment 3.638 satisfaction
3.611 0
3.447 3.337
3.318 3.464

V12 - Reducing Xl:l -nBeItter result.;;n
absenteeism 3.134 3.179 ational assessments

and exams

3.220
3.089 - 3.330

3.453

V13 - Increase in
learning performance

V10 - Reducing early
school leaving

Schools where EU-funded projects have been implemented

Schools where no EU-funded projects have been implemented

Figure 1. Mean scores for the elements of C1 in schools where EU-funded projects were implemented
and in schools where no such projects were implemented.

The results were tested using the independent sample Student’s t-test for each main
component. The sample included 804 schools in which projects were implemented and
246 schools in which no such projects were implemented. Table 4 presents the mean scores
for each variable considered, for schools where EU-funded projects were implemented
and for schools where no such projects were implemented, along with the corresponding
test results.

The mean score across all indicators in C1—improvements at the student level was
3.470 points in project schools, compared to 3.230 points in non-project schools, resulting
in a mean difference of 0.240 points. The largest difference was recorded for the increase
in student satisfaction (V8). The mean score in project schools was 3.638, versus 3.337 in
non-project schools, with a mean difference of 0.301 points (t = 4.548, p = 0.000). An equally
large difference was observed in the increase in student engagement (V9), where the mean
score was 3.496 in project schools and 3.195 in non-project schools, also resulting in a mean
difference of 0.301 points, but with a lower t-value (t = 3.970, p = 0.000).

The smallest difference was found for improvements in school enrollment (V7). The
mean score in project schools was 3.611, versus 3.447 in non-project schools, with a mean
difference of 0.164 points (t = 2.538, p = 0.011).
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Table 4. Differences between schools regarding the improvements at the student level.
Mean
Schools Where Schools Where no Mean
- i - i ) Sig.
Changes in the Educational Process EU-Funded Projects EU-Funded Projects .cc. o o g
Have Been Have Been

Implemented Implemented
V13—Increase in learning performance 3.330 3.089 0.240 3.466  0.001
V7—Improvements in school enrollment 3.611 3.447 0.164 2.538 0.011
V12—Reducing absenteeism 3.318 3.134 0.184 2.555 0.011
V10—Reducing early school leaving 3.453 3.220 0.233 3.318 0.001
V8—Increase in student satisfaction 3.638 3.337 0.301 4.548 0.000
V9—Increase in student engagement 3.496 3.195 0.301 3.970  0.000
V11—Better results in national 3.464 3179 0.285 4319 0.000

assessments and exams

Source: SPSS database.

Figure 2 presents the mean score for each variable considered, for schools where
EU-funded projects were implemented and for schools where no such projects were imple-
mented, along with the corresponding test results. For all variables analyzed, the recorded
values indicate improvements in the C2 component—improvements at the school level.
These improvements were also greater in schools where EU-funded projects were imple-
mented compared to those without such projects, particularly concerning infrastructure
improvement (construction, renovation) (V5), facilities improvement (equipment, work
tools) (V3), and educational offer improvement (study programs, curriculum, etc.) (V6).

V5 - Infrastructure
improvement
(construction, renovation)

3.891
3.366
. V3 - Facilities
VEsImprovements in 4.04 improvement (equipment
teaching staff skills 049 4.021 P i !
work tools)
3.744 3.504
3.943 3.859
V4 - Improving of 3.503 3.447 V6 - Educational offer
procedures and working ' improvement (study
methods programs, curriculum etc.)
3.695 4.065

V1- improvementsin
school management
performance

here EU-funded project

nere no EU-funded proje

Figure 2. Mean scores for the elements of the main component C2 in schools where EU-funded
projects were implemented and in schools where no EU-funded projects were implemented.
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The results were tested using the independent sample Student’s t-test for each
main component. Table 5 presents the mean scores for each variable considered, for
schools where EU-funded projects were implemented and for schools where no such
projects were implemented, along with the corresponding test results. The mean score
across all indicators in C2—improvements at the school level was 3.971 points in project
schools, compared to 3.558 points in non-project schools, resulting in a mean difference of
0.413 points.

Table 5. Differences between schools regarding the improvements at the school level.

Mean
Schools Where Schools Where no M
: EU-Funded EU-Funded Difforen Sig.
Changes in the School Represented Projects Have Been  Projects Have Been HHerence

Implemented Implemented
V5—Infrastructure improvement 3.891 3.366 0525  7.647 0.000
(construction, renovation)
V3—Tacilities improvement 4021 3.504 0517 8246  0.000
(equipment, work tools)
V6—Educational offer- improvement 3.859 3447 0.412 7454 0.000
(study programs, curriculum, etc.)
Va—Improving of procedures and 3.943 3.593 0.349 6.259  0.000
working methods
;ﬁ;slmprovemems in teaching staff 4.049 3.744 0305 5498  0.000
V1—Improvements in school 4.065 3.695 0.370 5985  0.000

management performance

Source: SPSS database.

The largest difference was recorded for infrastructure improvement (construction,
renovation) (V5). The mean score in project schools was 3.891 points, versus 3.366 points in
non-project schools, with a mean difference of 0.525 points (t = 7.647, p = 0.000).

A similarly high difference was observed for facilities improvement (equipment, work
tools) (V3). The mean score in project schools was 4.021 points and 3.504 points in non-
project schools, resulting in a mean difference of 0.517 points, but with a higher t-value
(t = 8.246, p =0.000).

The smallest difference was found for the competences of teaching staff. The mean
score in project schools was 4.049 points, compared to 3.744 points in non-project schools,
with a mean difference of 0.305 points (t = 5.498, p = 0.000).

Our findings reinforce the hypothesis (H2) that European funding is perceived as
having a genuine potential to generate positive transformations in the quality of the
institutional educational environment, particularly regarding dimensions such as physical
infrastructure, material equipment, and teaching resources, which constitute the main
component C2—improvements at the school level.

O3. Determining the extent to which teachers” perceptions towards improving the
quality of the educational environment vary in relation to the dominant socio-economic
status of children studying in different schools.

The analysis sought to identify any significant differences in the assessment of these
improvements between schools serving students from economically disadvantaged, av-
erage, and favorable backgrounds, for the two main components. Schools were grouped
into three categories based on the socio-economic status of students’ families: good or very
good, average, and poor.
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These results (Figure 3) revealed statistically significant differences between the three
types of schools for all elements related to improvements at the student level.

V9 - Increase in
student
engagement

3.622
3.478

V7 - Improvements "
P V8- Increase in

in school
i<facti
P 3.599 student satisfaction
3.735
3.816
3.592
3.487
3.134
3.332
3.480 V11 - Better result
. 3.796 . .
V12 - Reducing in national
absenteeism 3.469 assessments and
exams
3.182
3.206 -
3.445
3.857 3.128
- 34520\113 | .
V10 - Reducing aesein
ly school leaving =G
early performance
—o— Most students come from families with good or very good economic situation

—o— Most students come from families with average economic situation

The majority of students come from families with poor economic situation

Figure 3. Mean scores for the elements of C1 across the three types of schools.

The observed differences suggest that perceptions of improvements at the student
level are influenced by the predominant socio-economic profile of the students within
the school. Interestingly, schools with students from more disadvantaged socio-economic
backgrounds often reported more substantial improvements.

The results of the ANOVA test (F-statistic values and p-values) for each item within
component C1 (improvements at the student level) according to school type are presented
in Table 6.

The results were tested using one-way ANOVA for each indicator in Cl—improvements
at the student level (increase in learning performance (V13); improvements in school enroll-
ment (V7); reducing absenteeism (V12); reducing early school leaving (V10); increase in
student satisfaction (V8); increase in student engagement (V9); better results in national as-
sessments and exams (V11)). The economic background of students’ families was grouped
into three categories: good or very good, average, and poor.

The mean score across all indicators was highest in schools where most students
came from families with a good or very good economic situation (mean score was
3.689 points), and lowest in schools where the majority of students came from families with
a poor economic situation (mean score was 3.271 points).

The largest difference was recorded for better results in national assessments and
exams (V11). The mean score was 3.796 points for schools with students from good or
very good economic backgrounds, 3.469 points for those from average backgrounds, and
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3.182 points for students from poor backgrounds, with a maximum difference of 0.614
points (F = 22.385, p = 0.000).

Table 6. ANOVA results in the case of the socio-economic context of the educational institutions—C1.
(Key results: V13: F = 8.55, p < 0.001; V7: F = 6.626, p = 0.001; V12: F = 6.908, p = 0.001; V10: F = 19.687,
p <0.001; V8: F =3.308, p = 0.037; V9: F = 5.424, p = 0.005; V11: F = 22.385, p < 0.001).

N Mean Std. Deviation

Most students come from families with good or

o 98 3.520 0.99721
very good economic situation
V13—Increase in Most stqdepts come from families with average 578 3.305 0.93909
learning performance economic situation - _
The majority .Of §tudgnts come from families with 374 3128 0.9517
poor economic situation
Most students come f1jom famllles with good or 98 3816 0.8537
very good economic situation
V7—Improvements in Most stl.lde.nts come from families with average 578 3599 0.87214
school enrollment economic situation
The majority pf §tudgnts come from families with 374 3.468 0.90443
poor economic situation
Most students come fr-om famllles with good or 98 3.480 101767
very good economic situation
VlZ—Ref:lucmg Most stl.lde.nts come from families with average 578 3.332 0.94952
absenteeism economic situation
The majority pf s'tudetnts come from families with 374 3134 1.03467
poor economic situation
Most students come f1jom farruhes with good or 98 3.857 0.88516
very good economic situation
VlO—Redu'cmg early Most stu.lde'nts come from families with average 578 3.445 0.92784
school leaving economic situation
The majority pf §tudgnts come from families with 374 3906 1.00554
poor economic situation
Most students come fI:Ol’l’I famllles with good or 98 3735 0.94761
very good economic situation
VS._IHCFease in student Most stqdepts come from families with average 578 3592 0.90983
satisfaction economic situation
The majority .Of s.tude.nts come from families with 374 3487 0.91081
poor economic situation
Most students come fI:Ol’n famllles with good or 98 3.622 1.06988
very good economic situation
V9—Increase in student = Most stgdepts come from families with average 578 3478 1.00967
engagement economic situation
The majority pf s:tude.nts come from families with 374 3994 1.08814
poor economic situation
Most students come fI:Ol’n f'amlhes with good or 98 3.796 0.82436
V11—Better results in very good economic situation
. ) Most students come from families with average 578 3469 0.89282
nagona assessments economic situation ' '
and exams . s :
The majority of students come from families with 374 3182 0.91698

poor economic situation

Source: SPSS database. Note. Values indicate significant differences across socio-economic contexts for all variables
(p <0.05).

Another high difference, 0.651 points, was observed for reducing early school leaving
(V10). The mean score was 3.857 points for students from good or very good economic
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situations, compared to 3.445 points for average and 3.206 points for poor backgrounds
(F=19.687, p = 0.000).

The smallest difference was found for the increase in student satisfaction (V8). The
mean score was 3.735 points for students from good or very good families, 3.592 points
for average, and 3.487 points for poor economic situation, with a maximum difference of
0.248 points (F = 3.308, p = 0.037).

The analysis of the results for component C2—Improvements at the school level—
highlights the fact that teachers’ perceptions differ depending on the socio-economic context
of the students in the educational institution, as illustrated in Figure 4.

V5 - Infrastructure
improvement
(construction, renovation)

3.908
- 3.78%

ks V3 - Facilities
- 4,122 improvement (equipment,

V2- Improvements in 3.906
teaching staff skills 4.016

- work tools)
4.020| -3.914
' -3.821
| §3.806
3.754 & e
V4 - Improving of — #3787 V6 - Educational offer
procedures and working 3'9243 b 3'714 improvement (study
methods : g programs, curriculum etc.)
3,909 *~ 3-929
4.031

V1- Improvementsin
school management
performance

—o— Most students come from families with good or very good economic situation
—o— Most students come from families with average economic situation
—o—The majority of students come from families with poor economic situation

Figure 4. Mean scores for the elements of C2 across the three types of schools.

The analysis of the results with the ANOVA test for this component highlights the
fact that teachers’ perceptions differ significantly depending on the socio-economic context
of the students in the educational institution, only on two dimensions: equipment and
procedures, and working methods (Table 7).
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Table 7. ANOVA results in the case of the socio-economic context of educational institutions—C2.
(Key results: V5: F =2.057, p = 0.128; V3: F = 4.663, p = 0.010; V6: F =1.173, p = 0.310; V4: F = 5.559,
p =0.004; V2: F =2.453, p = 0.087; V1: F = 2.464, p = 0.086).

N Mean Std. Deviation

Most students come from families with good or

o 98 3.908 0.90914
V5—Infrastructure very good economic situation
improvement Most students come from families with average 578 3787 0.94825
(construction, economic situation ' '
renovation) The majority of students come from families with 374 3701 1.00729
poor economic situation ) ’
Most students come from families with good or 98 4122 0.76341
V3 Facilities very good economic situation ’ ’
improvement ggiﬁ;‘f:ﬁfggﬁe from families with average 578 3.914 0.87886
(equipment, work tools) o s .
The majority of students come from families with 374 3801 0.92188
poor economic situation ’ ’
Most students come from families with good or
V6—Educational offer very good economic situation 98 3.806 0-79506
improvement (§tudy Most stqdepts come from families with average 578 3787 0.78197
programs, curriculum, economic situation
etc.) The majority .Of s.tude.nts come from families with 374 3714 0.76867
poor economic situation
Most students come from families with good or 98 3.898 0.77977
Va—Improving of very good economic situation ’ ’
T . Most students come from families with average
proc}fd;res and working economic situation 578 3.924 0.75010
methods The majority of students come from families with 374 3754 0.81436
poor economic situation ’ )
Most students come from families with good or
very good economic situation %8 4.020 074584
V2—Improvements in Most students come from families with average 578 4016 0.76634
teaching staff skills economic situation ' '
The majority of students come from families with 374 3.906 0.78136
poor economic situation ’ ’
Most students come from families with good or 98 3.929 0.88807
V1—Improvements in very good economic situation ' '
school IE anagement Most students come from families with average 578 4031 0.8526
performanceg economic situation ’ '
The majority of students come from families with 374 3.909 0.86472

poor economic situation

Source: SPSS database. Note. Significant differences across socio-economic contexts were found for V3 and V4 (p <
0.05). For all other variables, differences were not statistically significant (p > 0.05).

Regarding endowments (equipment, working materials, etc.), the ANOVA test indi-
cated a statistically significant difference among the three types of schools (F = 4.663, p
= 0.010). The highest mean scores were recorded in schools with students from families
with a favorable economic situation, averaging 4.122 points, followed by schools with an
average economic situation 3.914 points and those with a disadvantaged economic situation
3.821 points. The difference between the most and least advantaged means is 0.301 points,
suggesting that the economic resources of the school community influence perceptions of
the level of equipment.

For work procedures and methods, the differences were also significant (F = 5.559, p =
0.004). The highest mean score was found in schools with an average economic situation
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at 3.924 points, followed by schools with a favorable economic situation (3.898 points)
and disadvantaged schools (3.754 points). The maximum difference of 0.170 points is
smaller compared to that observed for equipment. For the other dimensions, the identified
differences were not statistically significant.

Considering the obtained results, for the majority of the items related to the main
component C2, the formulated hypothesis (H3) is rejected; thus, there are no statistically
significant differences between the mean scores based on the type of school, determined by
the predominant economic situation of the students (favorable, average, or disadvantaged),
according to teachers’” evaluations. The exceptions are the institution’s equipment and the
work procedures and methods.

6. Discussion

The research findings highlight a predominantly favorable perception among teach-
ers in Romania regarding the impact of EU-funded educational projects during the pe-
riod 2014-2022. The average score obtained (0.8829 points on a scale from —2 points to
+2 points) indicates a predominantly positive perceived value of the EU-funded projects.

This perception is supported by the specialized literature, which emphasizes that
European educational policies and the associated funding mechanisms have played a
crucial role in modernizing educational systems in Central and Eastern Europe. For
example, Tusa (2023) [10] highlights that the EU accession process prompted significant
structural adaptations in Romanian education to align with the European model. According
to the European Commission (2021), these convergence processes have been supported by
European funding instruments aimed at reducing disparities and promoting inclusion and
quality in education. Overall, there is a clear convergence between the empirical results of
this research and the conclusions found in the literature, both suggesting that European
educational projects are perceived as having a perceptible and appreciated influence among
educational stakeholders in Romania.

Meta-analyses conducted at the EU level indicate that European funding, particu-
larly the European Social Fund (ESF), has improved educational outcomes, with greater
effectiveness in interventions directly targeting students (for indicators such as grades and
promotion to the next year) [153]. Funding has also been correlated with an increase in the
proportion of young people completing lower secondary and tertiary education, as well as
with better employment prospects for youth across all educational levels [154]. The impact
is amplified when funding is accompanied by institutional factors such as heterogeneous
classes, high expectations, critical pedagogies and culturally relevant curricula, positive
school relationships, personalized support, and family /community involvement through
integrated approaches and specific support that reduce early school leaving and enhance
academic performance [155]. A study conducted in Portugal shows that the adoption of
policies and measures related to education is influenced by the interpretations of actors
situated at these levels [156]. On the other hand, research at the European level does not
find a clear correlation between EU funds and test scores [157], although in some countries,
such as the Czech Republic, effects have been observed on certain dimensions of the school
climate [158].

Thus, the empirical data obtained support both the positive impact of European funds
on the educational environment and the importance of including teachers’ perspectives in
evaluating educational interventions, as also underlined by Molinari and Grazia, (2023) [37].

The findings of our research confirm the hypothesis that the perceived value of these
projects is influenced by multiple functional dimensions of the institutional educational
environment. This result reinforces the idea supported by other researchers. Wang and
Degol [22] show that the institutional educational environment has a multidimensional
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structure, composed of interdependent components that influence the perceptions, attitudes,
and engagement of teachers.

By identifying two principal components that positively influence the perceived
value of EU-funded educational projects, one related to improvements at the student
level (performance, involvement, absenteeism, etc.) and the other to improvements at the
school level (infrastructure, procedures, management), the research validates the model
proposed by recent literature regarding the multidimensional structure of the educational
environment. The importance of the interdependent components of the school climate
in shaping attitudes and engagement of educational actors is also emphasized in studies
by [11,20,21,23-33].

Within the overall model proposed by us, the influence of improvements at the
school level on perceived value was stronger than that of improvements at the student
level. At the same time, positive perceptions of the impact of educational projects are
correlated with moderate but visible progress recorded across multiple dimensions of the
educational environment: from infrastructure improvement and equipment to an increase
in student engagement and satisfaction. Such findings support the conclusions of the
OECD report from 2025 [19], which shows that school infrastructure, access to digital
resources, quality of relationships, and curricular adaptability are key factors determining
institutional educational functionality. On the other hand, the moderate results obtained
for dimensions such as an increase in learning performance or national exam results reveal
the existence of less pronounced impact areas that require careful attention.

Moreover, the comparative results between schools where projects funded by Euro-
pean funds were implemented and those where no such interventions took place highlight a
stronger perceived impact on the institutional components of the educational environment
(C2) than on those directly targeting students (C1). The average difference between scores
was +0.413 points in favor of C2, compared to +0.244 points for C1. The largest differences
were recorded in terms of infrastructure and equipment, indicating a high sensitivity of
teachers’ perceptions to tangible and visible improvements brought about by funding.
These findings align with the specialized literature, which emphasizes that financial sup-
port directed toward infrastructure and educational resources generates immediate and
easily observable effects [12].

At the same time, the lower—but still significant—influence on the dimensions con-
cerning students validates the observations made by Jackson, (2014) [53] and Schwerter
et al. (2024) [63], according to whom the effects on student performance, reducing absen-
teeism, or involvement emerge over a longer time horizon and are conditioned by the
complexity of contextual factors. Additionally, according to Wang and Degol (2016) [22],
teachers’ perceptions are strongly influenced by the structural components of the school
environment—such as organizational culture, facilities, and teaching conditions—which
explains why interventions targeting infrastructure and institutional practices are evaluated
more favorably than those targeting student outcomes.

The analysis revealed statistically significant differences between the three types of
schools regarding perceptions of improvements at both the student level and the school
level. Teachers in schools serving students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds
reported more consistent improvements in all elements of the main component C1 and in
two of the elements of the main component C2. The largest difference was recorded for
reducing early school leaving, which showed the greatest difference between means, namely
0.651 points. These perceptions can be explained by the more visible effect of external
interventions in schools with greater needs, where changes are felt more intensely. Such
findings are supported by other research showing that financial support directed towards
disadvantaged areas contributes to reducing educational gaps [33,50,52-56,58,59,102].
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Our results, which indicate clear improvements, especially in disadvantaged en-
vironments as funding increases, differ from the conclusions of Atolagbe (2024) [57],
whose research found that increased secondary education budgets in Nigeria did not
generate progress.

Overall, there is a clear convergence between the empirical results of our research
and conclusions drawn in the specialized literature, suggesting that European educational
projects are perceived by teachers as having positive and visible effects on the quality of the
educational environment in Romania. More visible short-term results are observed, partic-
ularly in the component related to the institutional educational environment at the school
level, and in both components—schools and students—in disadvantaged environments.

Therefore, our research complements the specialized literature by providing empirical
evidence on how teachers’ perceptions can serve as an informative indicator for evaluating
the perceived effectiveness of educational interventions funded by European funds.

7. Conclusions

The results of this study highlight the significant impact of European funding on teach-
ers’ perceptions regarding the improvement of the educational environment in Romanian
schools. Statistical analyses confirm the existence of two main factors, namely school-level
improvements and student-level improvements, which have a positive influence on the
value of EU-funded educational projects perceived by teachers in different types of schools.
The investigation also demonstrated that the influence of school-level improvements is
slightly higher than the influence of student-level improvements.

The study also reveals that the differences between schools where EU-funded projects
were implemented and those without such projects are consistent, especially regarding
infrastructure, equipment, and procedures/methods of work.

The analysis of variability in perceptions depending on the dominant socio-economic
status of children studying in different schools reveals that schools serving students from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds report more consistent improvements, confirm-
ing that external investments produce a more visible impact where needs are more acute.
This result aligns with international literature highlighting the positive effects of funding
targeted at vulnerable communities.

From a managerial perspective, the results emphasize the need for management teams
to use resources obtained through European funding not only to support infrastructure
modernization but also to promote methodological innovation and teacher competency
development. Interventions must be integrated into a long-term strategy that includes both
material and pedagogical dimensions to maximize effects on student performance.

Furthermore, our findings support the orientation of educational policies toward the
prioritized allocation of resources to schools in disadvantaged areas, where the social return
on investment is higher. At the same time, monitoring and evaluation mechanisms should
go beyond quantitative indicators, including qualitative dimensions such as school climate,
student motivation, and organizational culture.

Developing strategies to strengthen the public image of EU-funded projects is essential
for ensuring recognition of their benefits, addressing misconceptions, and promoting
transparency. A favorable perception enhances support, engagement, and collaboration,
which in turn increases the long-term effectiveness and integration of these initiatives
within local communities.

This research is also useful for formulating more contextualized educational policies
oriented toward the involved stakeholders. Moreover, the study contributes to develop-
ing a conceptual framework in which subjective perceived value is treated as a relevant
indicator of educational impact, complementing formal measures of project effectiveness
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and providing a useful diagnostic tool in post-implementation evaluation processes of
educational projects.

Our results may also contribute to developing evaluation mechanisms for projects
that consider not only what has been achieved in terms of the quality of the institutional
educational environment but also how those achievements are perceived by the main actors
in the system.

Future research directions: Future studies should include objective performance indi-
cators (standardized test results, dropout rates, socio-professional insertion) to corroborate
teachers’ perceptions with measurable data. Expanding research to an international compar-
ative level could highlight cultural and structural particularities that influence the impact of
European funding. Additionally, longitudinal post-implementation analysis would allow
for the assessment of the sustainability of observed effects and identification of factors
facilitating or limiting the maintenance of improvements.

Additionally, future research could include in-depth qualitative analyses through
interviews, focus groups, and narrative studies of schools” experiences, combined with
investigating the perceptions of multiple stakeholders (teachers, students, parents, inspec-
torates), in order to capture the nuances of how changes are experienced and to build a
more holistic framework of project impact.

Overall, the study demonstrates that European funding, when strategically directed
and integrated within a systemic institutional development framework, can generate pro-
found transformations in the educational environment, reducing inequalities and strength-
ening the quality of education. These results provide valuable benchmarks for policymak-
ers, school managers, and practitioners in planning and implementing future educational
interventions.
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Appendix A

Table Al. Rotated Component Matrix .

Component
1 2
V13—Increase in learning performance 0.820 0.221
V7—Improvements in school enrollment 0.734 0.281
V12—Reducing absenteeism 0.837 0.203
V10—Reducing early school leaving 0.814 0.223
V8—Increase in student satisfaction 0.785 0.343
V9—Increase in student engagement 0.818 0.307
V11—Better results in national assessments and exams 0.781 0.252
V5—Infrastructure improvement (construction, renovation) 0.161 0.744
V3—Facilities improvement (equipment, work tools) 0.175 0.799
V6—Educational offer improvement (study programs, curriculum, etc.) 0.298 0.803
V4—Improving of procedures and working methods 0.290 0.812
V2—Improvements in teaching staff skills 0.322 0.709
V1—Improvements in school management performance 0.301 0.757

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.

a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations.

Source: SPSS database.
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