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Abstract 
The aim of the study was to examine whether school belonging predicted concurrent and prospective 
(1 year later) academic (academic achievement, perceived school utility, school interest) and 
psychological (internalizing and externalizing problems) adjustment among high school students in 
Slovakia. The research sample (Time 1) consisted of 135 high school students (Mage=15,14, 
SD=0,48). Of these, 94 respondents participated in the research one year later (Time 2) (Mage=16,09, 
SD=0,47). Respondents completed research questionnaires at the beginning of the first school year 
and repeatedly at the beginning of the second year of the study. To measure school and teacher 
belonging and academic adjustment self-report questionnaires were utilized. Problem behaviour was 
examined via teacher reports. Results indicated that school belonging predicted lower level of 
internalizing problems concurrently and prospectively one year later. Belonging to teacher predicted 
higher perceived school utility cross-sectionally but not prospectively one year later. Findings 
highlighted the importance of school and teacher belonging for fostering academic and psychological 
adjustment of high school students. 

Keywords: school belonging, academic adjustment, psychological adjustment, high school students. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
School is considered as one of the most important developmental contexts for adolescents, 
influencing their academic and socio-emotional functioning. The extent to which students feel 
personally accepted and supported by others in the school social environment is conceptualized as 
school belonging [1] and its importance in adolescent development is explained through Maslow 
hierarchy of needs [2], Stage-environment fit theory [3] and Self-determination theory [4]. 

Numerous studies have established that sense of belonging to school is associated to students´ 
school achievement [5, 6], academic competence [7], positive emotions and life satisfaction [6], 
internalizing and externalizing problems [7, 8] and aggression [9]. However, several studies did not 
confirm association between school connectedness and academic achievement [10]. 

Some studies determined longitudinal associations between school belonging and various outcomes, 
suggesting its long-term effect on educational achievement [11], intrinsic value and utility value of 
school [12], well-being [13], and depression and anxiety [14]. 

According to PISA testing, students in Slovakia have the 5th lowest level of school belonging from 
OECD countries. Moreover, there is a lack of longitudinal studies exploring relationship between 
school belonging and both academic and psychological outcomes in high school students. To address 
this gap, we used data from our 2-wawe longitudinal study to examine whether school belonging 
predicted concurrent and prospective academic (academic achievement, perceived school utility, 
school interest) and psychological (internalizing and externalizing problems) adjustment among high 
school students in Slovakia. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research sample  
The research sample (Time 1) consisted of 135 high school students (Mage=15,14, SD=0,48, 55 
boys, 80 girls). Of these, 94 respondents participated in the research one year later (Time 2) 
(Mage=16,09, SD=0,47). Respondents completed research questionnaires at the beginning of the first 
school year (October and November 2016) and repeatedly at the beginning of the second year of the 
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study (October 2017). The questionnaires were administered to students during one class and were 
completed on a voluntary and anonymous basis.  

2.2 Measures 
PISA questionnaire - is a part of the Student questionnaire developed by OECD and utilized in 
international testing PISA [15]. The questionnaire consists of six statements concerning belonging to 
school, five items measuring belonging to teachers, four items measuring perceived school utility and 
two items measuring school interest. All items are evaluated on four-point scale from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. The questionnaire displayed satisfactory level of reliability, validity and 
cross-cultural applicability [15]. 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, [16], Slovak translation [17] - consists of 25 items 
evaluated on 3-point scale measuring five areas of problem behaviour (emotional problems + peer 
problems = internalizing; hyperactivity + conduct problems = externalizing problems). The version for 
teachers was utilized.  

Academic achievement – was measured via grade point average of all study objectives for 1. year of 
the study. 

3 RESULTS 
Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS version 21. Prior to analysis, all the variables were 
checked for missing data. Since the pattern of missing values across variables was random and did 
not exceed 5%, cases with missing data were replaced with mean of the given variable [18]. 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 externalizing problems that 
was slightly positively skewed), which allows us to use parametric statistics. Internal consistency of all 
measures was acceptable. Descriptive statistics and level of internal consistency is displayed in table 
1. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and reliability of study variables 

 Time1 Time2 Time1 Time2 Time1 Time2 

 M SD M SD skew kurt skew kurt α α 

School belonging 19.59 2.84 14.09 1.95 -0.84 0.77 -.69 .27 .82 .85 

Teacher belonging 15.27 2.02 18.87 3.06 -0.18 0.49 .02 .64 .76 .67 

School utility 11.63 1.98 10.34 2.14 -0.92 1.73 -0.41 0.79 .68 .74 

School interest 4.78 1.08 4.54 1.28 -0.41 -0.41 -0.29 0.01 .79 .84 

Grades - - 1.38 0.47 - - 1.33 1.56 - - 

Internalizing 3.91 2.98 4.21 3.33 0.65 0.08 0.68 -0.15 .81 .87 

Externalizing  2.37 2.52 2.46 2.46 1.08 0.61 0.94 0.02 .83 .80 

In the next step, we conducted multiple regression analysis (method ENTER) with academic and 
psychological adjustment at Time 1 and Time 2 as dependent variables and school and teacher 
belonging as independent variables. The unstandardized and standardized regression coefficients of 
all tested variables are displayed in tables 2 and 3. 

From nine tested regression models only three were statistically significant. Teacher belonging at time 
1 significantly predicted perceived school utility at Time 1 in high school students (β = .33, p<.001). 
Belonging accounted for 15% variability of the school utility. School interest and academic 
achievement measured at T1 and T2 were not significantly predicted by school and teacher belonging. 
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Table 2. Results of regression analysis with academic adjustment as dependent variable. 

 School utilityT1 School 
interestT1 

School utilityT2 School 
interestT2 

Academic 
achievement 

T2 

 b β b β b β b β b β 

School belonging T1 .04 .05 .01 .03 .03 ,04 .08 .18 -.00 -.01 

Teacher belonging T1 .32 .33*** .09 .17 .09 .10 .01 .02 -.03 -.11 

Regression model R2=11.8% 
F(2,132)=8.79** 

R2=3.1% 
F(2,132)=2.12 

R2=1.4% 
F(2,80)=0.58 

R2=3,7%, 
F(2,80)=1.52 

R2=1,2% 
F(2,49)=0.31 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Concerning psychological adjustment, school belonging predicted internalizing problems cross-
sectionally at time1 (β = -.37, p<.001) and longitudinally one year later (β = -.41, p<.001). Belonging to 
school and teacher explained 14% and 15.3% variability of internalizing problems at T1 and T2 
respectively. School and teacher belonging did not predict externalizing problems among high school 
students. 

Table 3. Results of regression analysis with psychological adjustment as dependent variable 

 InternalizingT1 ExternalizingT1 InternalizingT2 ExternalizingT2 

 b β b β b β b β 

School belonging T1 -.39 -.37*** .03 .00 -.49 -.41*** -.00 -.00 

Teacher belonging T1 .25 .17* -.12 -.10 .29 .19 -.03 -.03 

Regression model R2=14% 
F(2,132)=10.71*** 

R2=1% 
F(2,132)=0.66 

R2=15,3% 
F(2,78)=7.07** 

R2=1.9% 
F(2,78)=0.74 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

4 CONCLUSION 
The aim of the study was to examine whether school belonging predicts concurrent and prospective 
academic and psychological adjustment among high school students in Slovakia. Our results 
suggested that school belonging is partially connected with students' adjustment.    

According to academic adjustment we found out that school belonging is not associated with school 
interest and academic achievement. On the other hand, our results confirmed the previous result that 
belonging to teachers predicts school utility concurrently but not prospectively. School utility was 
measured through questions such as the school is a waste of time, does not prepare me for the life, or 
school can make me sure in decision making. As students become adolescents, their need for positive 
relations with adults is increased [3]. [19] state that students need to feel that teachers are at school 
for them, that they care about them and support them in their decisions. Such positive and supportive 
relationships lead to more positive self-assessment and positive attitudes towards school.  

Belonging to school and teachers was not significant predictor of adolescent academic achievement 
concurrently and prospectively. This is in line with previous results of [20] or [21] who also did not find 
any associations. In contrary, [22] and [23] found relation between school belonging and academic 
achievement. The reason may be the age of children, when most of the researches which confirm the 
relations were done in students at primary school. So, may be as children grew up, other factors play 
an important role in the academic achievement.  

Our results suggested that belonging to school predicts internalizing problems concurrently but also 
prospectively after 1year. Internalizing problems were measured through emotional and peer 
problems. Our results are consistent with the longitudinal study of [13], who found out that school 
belonging is strong predictor of adolescents’ well-being (conceptualized as future orientation, 
satisfaction, life satisfaction and positive affection). Thus, the findings support the "belonging" 
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hypothesis [24] which claims that although attachment to parents and positive relationships are 
important to the prosperity of the individual, those who do not feel connected to a wider group or 
community will experience increased stress and emotional discomfort more often. The school is the 
first place where students can connect with the wider social group and the psychological and social 
functioning of young people is strongly influenced by the wider environment in which they live [25]. 
School belonging appears to be the second important protective factor (after the family) that protects 
children and adolescents from emotional distress, eating disorders, and suicide [26, 27].  

On the other hand, our results did not confirm relation between belonging to school and teachers and 
externalizing problems, what is opposite to [28] who found out that school belonging is an important 
protective factor in reducing unwanted behavior such as unwanted substance use, school dropout, 
early sexual experience, and violence in boys and girls during secondary school. In the present study, 
externalizing problems were conceptualized through hyperactivity and conduct problems which seem 
to be unrelated to external factors but rather to endogenous variables. 

4.1 Limitations 
The present study has several limitations. First, the sample consisted of students from one type of 
high schools (grammar schools) in one Slovak city, which limits generalizability of the results to other 
types of high schools and regions. Secondly, only two-time waves of data were collected. To more 
comprehensive exploration of the psychological and academic adjustment and school belonging 
connection a further longitudinal study should test respondents repeatedly during a longer period. 
Moreover, gender differences in variables linkages should be tested. 

4.2 Future directions and implications 
Despite limitations, current study identified school belonging as important factor of high school 
students' actual and prospective adjustment. To this date most of the research have focused on the 
concurrent relationships between sense of school belonging and adjustment. Present study addressed 
this gap examining concurrent and longitudinal patterns of associations between students' feelings of 
acceptance and support in school environment and academic and psychological adjustment. The 
current study suggests that feeling like a part of academic community promotes adjustment in some 
way – students appreciate school usefulness and have less emotional and peer problems. To 
conclude, school belonging may help students maintain high levels of actual and prospective 
adjustment to school environment. Thus, to the extent that high schools can help students feel 
supported, personally accepted and feel like a part of community, the schools will help these students 
to adapt adequately on a long-term basis.   
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