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Abstract 
School belonging, defined as extent to which students feel accepted, supported and emotionally 
engaged in the school, is an important determinant of student’s academic and psychological 
adjustment. School belonging is affected not only by individual but also by peers, families and 
teachers; broader organisational school system and social values, norms and policies.  The current 
study investigated personal (social competence, scholastic competence, global self-worth) and 
contextual factors (family factors, classroom factors, classroom environment factors) that contribute to 
school belonging in secondary and high school students. The research sample consisted of 148 
secondary (67 boys, 81 girls, Mage = 13.94(0.70)) and 177 high school students (69 boys, 108 girls, 
Mage = 15.63(1.15)). Results indicated that 11 personal and contextual factors collectively explain 
42% of the variability in school belonging among secondary school students and 58.4% of the 
variability among high school students. The majority of the variance in school belongingness in 
secondary schools was explained by student’s personal factors (17.2%), social competence being 
significant predictors, and classroom factors (15.8%), classmates support being significant predictor, 
followed by family factors (8.2%), parental support being significant predictor. In high school students, 
the majority of the school belonging variance was explained by personal factors (54%), such as social 
competence and global self-worth, followed by classroom factors (3.2%), such as classmates support. 
Classroom environment did not show as significant predictors of belonging in both secondary and high 
school students. In secondary school students the classmates support was the most robust contributor 
to school belonging, in contrary, among high school students the social competence was the strongest 
predictor. Our results provide information about factors that should be emphasized through 
interventions, system changes or policy reforms to best support students of secondary and high 
schools.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The school, as an institution where the predominant part of student´s life takes place, is the elemental 
part of student´s further development. One of the very important and essential aspects of 
psychological functioning is belonging. According to the belongingness hypothesis [1], although 
individual has secure attachments to parents and positive relationships with peers (which are 
important in individuals’ adjustment), those who do not feel a sense of connection to a larger group or 
community will probably experience increased stress and emotional distress. The schools offer 
important possibilities to improve belonging for students that attend the school. Creating a school 
climate that supports a sense of belonging may change students’ personal thinking, improve their 
social skills, reduce their feelings of loneliness and emotional distress, protect them from burn out and 
improve their life satisfaction [2, 3]. The previous researches confirmed that higher level of school 
belonging predicts student´s emotional health and lower participation in risk behaviour (smoking, 
drinking, early sexualisation, etc). School belonging served as protective mechanism for student´s 
future mental health and better academic performance [4], self-esteem and self-identity, psychological 
functioning and adjustment [5-8]. 

According to PISA (Programme for International Students Assessment) 2012 testing, the school 
belonging of Slovak students is the fifth lowest from the countries of OECD. That is why research of 
antecedents of students sense of school belonging is of greater significance and may provide crucial 
information about factors that contribute to well-being of young people at school, which can be useful 
not only for researchers but also for teachers, schools, policy makers and government.  
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There are many varieties, definition and methods to measure students´ attachment and being a 
member of a school. It is possible that ambiguity in the naming of this construct comes from the 
diversity of understanding this term by various authors. [9] mentioned concepts as “school bonding”, 
“school attachment”, “school engagement” or “school connectedness”, which are referred as 
synonymous concepts but also as separated constructs that do not have the same theoretical anchor. 
Although, some consistent themes appeared in all of them- a student's sense of belonging as a 
member of school, whether or not he likes school, teacher support, having good friends in school, 
commitment for current and future academic progress, good and effective discipline, and attendance 
in extracurricular activities [9]. In the current study we look at this construct through school belonging 
that is defined as affective part of school engagement, as an extent to which students feel accepted, 
supported and emotionally engaged in the school. Such conceptualisation means that students have 
created social bonds among themselves and with teachers, and perceive the rules at schools as 
important and protective [10]. 

School belonging is influenced by individual factors (such as personal characteristics, self-concept), 
other systems such as family, peers, teachers (known as microsystem), the school social and 
organisational structure (known as mesosystem) and interactions between these two systems as well 
as cultural and social norms and broader policies (known as macrosystem) [11]. In this study, we 
focus on individual factors (global self-worth, social competence, and school competence) and 
contextual factors (family factors, classroom factors, classroom environment factors). Personal factors 
refer to positive and negative characteristics of students, including their perception of personal 
qualities, abilities, attitudes or temperament. Studies suggested that positive characteristics such as 
self-efficacy, self-esteem, conscientiousness and optimism support the sense of school belonging [11, 
12]. According to many authors parental, peer and teacher support is strongly associated to school 
belongingness and youth well-being at school [11, 13-16,]. In addition, social and organisational 
structure- school climate may be supportive part of student belonging [11,16]. 

Despite some of these individual, family or environmental factors have been identified as related to 
belongingness, the extent to which each one helps or hinders school belonging or how it differs in 
different age is unknown. In the current study, we compare secondary and high school student in what 
extent personal factors (social competence, scholastic competence, global self-worth) and contextual 
factors: family (family support, family involvement in school), classroom factors (teacher support, 
classmates support) and school climate (involvement, task orientation, order & organisation and rule 
clarity) contribute to school belonging. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 
The research sample consisted of 148 secondary school students (67 boys, 81 girls, Mage = 
13.94(0.70)) and 176 high school students (69 boys, 108 girls, Mage = 15.63(1.15)). Participants were 
from six secondary and high (grammar) schools in two Slovak cities Nitra and Topoľčany. Participants 
of secondary school were in 8th and 9th grade; students of high school were in 1st, 2nd and 4th grade. 
Data were collected from October 2016 to February 2017. Students completed set of questionnaires 
during the one school lesson in the presence of questionnaire administrator. The study sample was 
announced that their information will remain confidential.  

2.2 Measures 
School belongingness - questionnaire is a part of Student questionnaire developed by OECD and 
utilized in international testing PISA (2013). The questionnaire consists of six statements (e.g., „ My 
school is a place, where I feel like I belong“). Students are asked to indicate how they feel about each 
item using a four-point scale: “strongly disagree”, “disagree”, “agree” and “strongly agree”. 
Questionnaire displayed satisfactory level of reliability, validity and cross-cultural applicability. In the 
present study Cronbach coefficient was .78 among secondary school students and .82 among high 
school students. 

Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale [17] Slovak translation Komárek, Ondřejová, Mareš 
2002)- the questionnaire used to assess the perceived social support of children and adolescent in the 
grades 3-12 from several networks (parents, teachers, friends, classmates and school). It consists 60 
items and students are asked to read each statement and record on a scale whether they believe that 
they receive that support (6 point Likert scale 1= never, 6= always), and how important that support is 
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to them (3 point Likert scale 1= unimportant, 3= very important). In the present study only subscales of 
support from parents, teachers and classmates were utilized. The authors confirmed good inner 
reliability (Cronbach alfa .96, test – retest .78). In the present study Cronbach coefficients for three 
subscales ranged between .91 - .93 among secondary school students and between .87 - .91 among 
high school students. 

Self-Perception Profile for Adolescent [18, 19]. – measures the global self-esteem and competence 
and adequacy in 8 specific domains (scholastic competence, social competence, athletic competence, 
physical appearance, job competence, romantic appeal, behaviour conduct, close friendship). The 
profile has 45 statements (each of the nine subscales contains five items) that are formulated in a 
“structured alternative format”. Adolescent is first asked to decide which kind of teenagers he or she is 
most like, those described on the left or those described on the right, in each statement. Having made 
this decision, the adolescent next decides whether the description on the side he/she chose is “Really 
True for Me” or “Sort of True for me”. The origin authors confirmed good reliability in the sense of 
internal consistency (Cronbach alpha 0.85-0.91). For the purpose of our study we chose 3 domains: 
social competence (e.g “Some teenagers find it hard to make friends but other teenagers find it pretty 
easy to make friends”, Cronbach alfa .51 and .81 in secondary and high school students), scholastic 
competence (e.g "Some teenagers do very well at their classwork but other teenagers don´t do very 
well at their classwork", Cronbach alfa .64 resp. .66 in secondary and high school students) and global 
self-worth (e.g “Some teenagers like the kind of person they are but other teenagers often wish they 
were someone else”, Cronbach alfa .61 and .81 in secondary and high school students). 

Classroom Environment Scale [20], (Slovak translation Miezgová, 1993) – is intended to assess 
the environment of school classroom of 12-18 years old students. It contains 24 items, organized into 
six subscales (Involvement, Affiliation, Teacher support, Task orientation, Order & organisation and 
Rule clarity). It has two forms: actual and preferred and student has to answer Yes or NO (yes=3 
point, No=1 point, without answer = 2 points). In our study, we used actual form of the scale. In current 
study we use only four scales (Involvement, Task orientation, Order&Orientation, Rule Clarity) 
because two other scales were identical with other used measures.  

Parent Involvement in School – was measured via four questions developed by researchers 
considering amount of parent involvement in student school activities (e.g. How often do your parents 
ask about your grades? How often do your parents help with your schoolwork?). Respondents 
reported their answers on 4-point scale (1 – never, 2 – sometimes, 3 – often, 4 – always). In the 
present study Cronbach coefficient was .72 among secondary school students and .74 among high 
school students. 

2.3 Statistical analysis 
We performed hierarchical regression analysis using SPSS version 21. The personal and contextual 
factors were entered in four steps in order to identify how much each block of factors added to 
prediction of school belongingness, over and above the preceding block. The order of the blocks was 
as follows: Step 1: Personal factors (global self-worth, social competence, scholastic competence) 
Step 2: Family factors (parent social support, parent involvement in school reported by student); Step 
3: Classroom factors (teacher social support, classmate’s social support); Step 4: Classroom 
environment factors (Involvement, Task orientation, Order & organisation and Rule clarity). 

3 RESULTS  
Prior to regression analysis, the preliminary tests – descriptive statistics and internal consistency of all 
variables were conducted. In all the variables the level of skewness coefficient was lower than 1 
(accept of rule clarity in high school students that was slightly negatively skewed), which allows us to 
use parametric statistics.  Internal consistency of all measures was acceptable. Descriptive statistics is 
displayed in table 1. Bivariate correlations as part of multicollinearity testing were calculated. None of 
the correlations coefficients exceeded .60, which confirmed no multicollinearity between study 
variables. To determine gender differences, independent t-tests were conducted. Among secondary 
school students there were significant gender differences in the level of global self-worth (t (146) = 
3.19, p < .05, d=.53) and order & organisation (t (145) = 2.73 p < .05; d=.45), boys scoring higher in 
both dimensions. Among high school students, boys displayed significantly higher levels of global self-
worth (t (174) = 2.94, p<.01; d=.45), scholastic competence (t (160.83) = 3.35, p<.01; d=.53) and 
teacher support (t (173) = 2.1, p<.05; d=.32), girls reported higher levels of rule clarity (t (172) = -2.09, 
p<.05; d=.32). 
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Table 1.  Descriptive statistics of study variables among secondary and high school students 

 Secondary school students,  
n=148 

High school students,  
n = 176 

 M SD skew M SD skew 
School belonging 18.25 2.97 -.91 19.14 2.95 -.59 
     Personal factors 
Global self-worth 13.03 2.87 .20 13.39 3.43 -.34 
Scholastic 
competence 12.64 2.86 .24 13.21 2.87 -.01 

Social competence 13.79 2.61 -.48 13.80 3.23 -.34 
      Family factors 
Parent support 53.74 10.76 -.54 53.89 10.44 -.85 
Parent involvement 11.54 1.8 -.81 11.47 2.27 -.51 
     Classroom factors 
Teacher support 40.70 11.80 .25 46.12 9.50 .30 
Classmate support 44.69 12.87 .11 49.16 10.77 -.49 
     Classroom environment factors 
Involvement  6.27 2.13 .71 7.19 2.56 -.10 
Task orientation 7.11 1.67 .42 7.53 1.52 .07 
Order & organisation 7.08 2.19 .29 8.68 2.09 -.32 
Rule clarity 9.88 2.17 -.82 11.02 1.39 -1.49 

In the next step, we conducted hierarchical regression analysis. The unstandardized and standardized 
regression coefficients of all tested variables in four blocks are displayed in table 2.  

Block 1. Personal factors accounted for 15% variability of school belongingness among secondary 
school students and 53% of variability among high school students. From tested personal variables 
social competence significantly contributed to school belonging of both secondary and high school 
students, being stronger predictors among older respondents (β=.30, p< .01, resp. .54, p< .001). In 
high school students also global self-worth was significantly positive, but small predictor of school 
belonging. 

Block 2. The addition of family factors increased explained variability of school belonging to 25% 
among secondary school students and to 55% among high school students. The increment in the 
predictive power of the model was significant only in secondary school students (8,2%, p < .01), but 
not in high school students  (1%, p > .05). From family factors, only parent support was significant 
moderate contributor to school belonging among younger respondents (β=.31, p<.001). 

Block 3. Classroom factors increased predictive power of the model to 41% and 58% of variability in 
secondary and high school students, respectively. The increase was significant (15.8%, p < .001 in 
secondary schools, 3%, p < .001 in high schools). Classmate support showed as significant moderate 
predictor of school belonging in secondary school students (β=.42, p < .001). 

Block 4. Finally, classroom environment factors did not significantly increase the percentage of 
explained variability of school belonging in both secondary and high school students, none of the 
school climate factors were significant contributors to school belonging. 
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Table 2.  Factors associated to school belonging among secondary and high school students 

  Secondary school students,  
n=148 

High school students 
n=177 

  B SE β B SE β 

Step 1 
Personal 
factors 

Global self-
worth .17 .09 .17 .23 .06 .27*** 

Scholastic 
competence .05 .08 .05 .03 .06 .03 

Social 
competence .34 .10 .30** .49 .06 .54*** 

 R=.41, R2=.17, adjR2=.15 R=.74, R2=.54, adjR2=.53 

 F(3,143)=9.87, p <.001 F(3,168)=65.85, p <.001 

Step 2  
Family 
factors 

Parent Social 
Support .09 .02 .31*** .03 .02 .12 

Parent 
involvement -.04 .10 -.03 -.03 .08 -.03 

 ∆R2=.08,Fchange=7.69, p<.01 ∆R2=.01, Fchange=1.77, p>.05 

 R2=.25, F(5,141)=9.56, p <.001 R2=.55,F(5,166)=40.58, p <.001 

Step 3 
Classroom 
factors 

Teacher Social 
Support  .03 0.02 .12 .03 .02 .11 

Classmate 
Social Support .10 .02 .42*** .04 .02 .12 

 ∆R2=15.8,Fchange=18.71, p<.001 ∆R2=.03, Fchange=6.35, p<.01 

 R2=.41, F(7,139)=13.89, p <.001 R2=.58,F(7,164)=32.67, p <.001 

Step 4 
Classroom 
environment 
factors 

Engagement -.04 .11 -.03 -.04 .08 -.03 
Task orientation -.02 .08 -.02 -.01 .11 -.01 

Order & 
Organisation .14 .10 .11 .04 .09 .03 

Clarity of rules -.08 .10 -.06 .08 .12 .04 

 ∆R2=.01, Fchange=.63, p>.05 ∆R2=.01, Fchange=.19, p>.05 

 R2=.42, F(11,135)=8.97, p <.001 R2=.58,F(11,160)=20.45,p <.001 
*p <.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001,  

4 CONCLUSION 
The aim of the study was to identify the most significant contributors to school belonging among 
secondary and high school students in Slovakia. We tested the contribution of overall 11 factors 
divided into four categories: personal, family, classroom and classroom climate factors. Results 
showed considerable differences between secondary and high school students in patterns associated 
to school belonging. Finding suggested that the personal factors (17% of variability) and the classroom 
factors (15.8% variability) are the most important factors contributing to development of sense of 
school belongingness in secondary school students, following family factors (9% of variability). Among 
high school students, only personal factors showed as significant contributors to student’s sense of 
belonging (explaining 53% of belonging variability).  

In both secondary and high school students, social competence (and in case of high school students 
also global self-worth) were significant contributors to school belonging. Our findings suggested that 
students who perceive themselves as competent in social domain (and have higher global self-
esteem) feel greater sense of belonging and attachment to school. In contrary, students who have 
lower social competence (and lower self-worth) are more likely to have poorer social and 
communication skills, which may leads to avoidance, rejection of the peers and result in loneliness 
and lower attachment to school. Our results are in line with previous findings that confirmed the 
significance of personal attributes in relation to sense of school belonging in primary and secondary 
school students [11, 16]. [11] analysing 11 studies found that almost all studied positive personality 
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variables (such as consciousness, optimism, self-esteem, self-efficacy) showed moderate or high 
correlations with school belonging.  

Perception of competence in social domain was important contributor to school belonging in both 
secondary and high school students, however, relation between social competences and school 
belonging was stronger in high school students. More than half of the school belonging variance was 
explained by personal factors among high school students. Our results add to previous research and 
highlight even greater importance of perceived competencies and global self-worth in older 
adolescents, suggesting increasing contribution of personal characteristics to development of school 
belonging with age of adolescents. 

In secondary school students, also parental social support and support from classmates were 
significant, positive and moderate predictors of school belonging. Findings demonstrated crucial role 
of social support from significant others in developing school belonging among secondary school 
students. These results are consistent with previous findings documenting importance of quality 
relationships for youth well-being [14, 21]. Classmates support was the strongest contributor to school 
belonging, corresponding with findings that peers have the strongest influence on daily behaviour at 
school among younger adolescents [22]. Students who believe that they have good relationships with 
classmates, feel their support, help and encouragement tend to feel happier and more attached to 
school than students who have no good relationships with peers in the class. 

In high school students, there was no significant effect of classmates support on school belonging. 
Our findings are in line with research suggesting that mutual, dyadic supportive relationships (such as 
friendship) are for older adolescents more important in developing sense of belongingness and school 
engagement than broader non-mutual relations with peers [21].   

Current study highlighted the role of parent support in school belonging in early adolescence.  
Secondary school students tend to have greater sense of belonging if their parents are supportive. 
Similar to other research [16] our results suggested that parents and school should cooperate in 
creating supportive atmosphere for secondary school students. Absence of significant relationship 
between parent support and belonging among high school students may be due descending influence 
of parents during adolescence and increasing influence of non-family environment and maturing 
personality [23].   

Contrary to expectations, teacher support was not significant predictor of school belonging in both 
secondary and high school students. This finding is surprising considering previous research, which 
supported important influence of teacher support on student belonging [11]. However, it is consistent 
with qualitative research of [24] who pointed out that adolescents in focus groups clearly differentiated 
between perception of relationship with teachers at a global level from perception of a relationship with 
specific teacher and his/her help, care and support. In our study, the global relationship with teachers 
was tested. It is possible that specific teacher relationship will have stronger contribution to youth 
health and belonging than broader, generalized interpretation of teachers support within school. 

None of the factors of classroom climate (engagement, task orientation, order and organisation and 
clarity of rules) predicted school belonging in both secondary and high school students. Our results 
are in contrary to other research suggested that task-goal structure, student autonomy and 
involvement were significantly associated to school belonging [16], however it is in correspondence 
with [11] metaanalysis where mesosystem level factors (such as extracurricular activities, classroom 
involvement) showed non-significant or small effects on school belonging. Our results indicate that 
personal characteristics (individual factors) and peers and parents support (microsystem factors) are 
more important in developing student´s sense of school belonging than mesosystem factors. 

Finally, our results found no gender differences in level of school belonging that are in accordance 
with other studies documenting mixed or only weak association between gender and school belonging 
[11].   

4.1 Limitations 
The present study has several limitations. First, study is cross-sectional in nature that is why the 
causal direction between studied variables cannot be determined. Longitudinal relationships between 
individual, micro and mesosystem factors and school belonging should be studied. Second, study 
sample was drawn from two cities in Slovakia; students of other regions were not included. This limits 
generalisability of the study findings. Third, the majority of the high school students were in the first 
year of their study and they all were attending grammar schools (the type of school where students 
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were selected according their grades on the primary school). It is possible that in higher grades and 
other types of high schools there will be other significant antecedents of school belonging. 

4.2 Future directions and implications 
Despite limitations, current study identified significant contributors to school belonging among 
secondary and high school students. To this date majority of the research have focused on primary or 
secondary school students and investigated only single factors in relation to school belonging. Present 
study addressed this gap examining patterns of school belongingness across adolescent years 
studying multiple factors on individual, microsystem and mesosystem levels. Our study pointed out at 
factors that should be emphasized through intervention or system changes to best support well-being 
of Slovak adolescents at schools. Personal characteristics (social competence) and support from 
significant others (mainly classmates support) had the strongest associations with school belonging in 
secondary and high school students, that is why it may be good to target intervention on fostering 
these factors.   
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