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Abstract 

School belonging is an important avenue for exploration due to its associations with positive 

outcomes across behaviour, academics, and mental health. Whilst there is a growing body of 

literature on the relationship being school belonging and mental wellbeing domains, this is largely 

limited to cross-sectional research. Considering a broader definition of mental wellbeing which is 

inclusive of mental health and subjective wellbeing such as life satisfaction, self-esteem, and positive 

and negative affect, a systematic review was conducted to explore the longitudinal relationship 

between school belonging and mental wellbeing. 18 articles, using self-report measures, were 

included within the review and give evidence for the relationship between school belonging and 

mental health, self-esteem, and life satisfaction. The results suggest that high school belonging is 

predictive of fewer mental health difficulties and higher life satisfaction later in life, but that low self-

esteem has an impact on school belonging. The review highlights school belonging as an import 

factor in children and young people’s wellbeing and strengths and limitations of the review are 

discussed with regard to future directions and practical strategies for educational staff.  

The empirical paper (chapter three) aims to explore school belonging and mental wellbeing 

outcomes for looked after children, who have not yet been included in this field of research.  

Vulnerable populations, such as looked after children, can experience higher rates of mental health 

difficulties and more difficulty with peer relationships. Having demonstrated that school belonging 

can have long term effects on mental health, this study aimed to investigate differences between 

looked after and non-looked after young people, the associations between school belonging and 

related outcomes across groups, and factors which help young people feel they belong at 

school. Quantitative analysis of data from an anonymous online survey completed by looked after 

young people and matched participants revealed that school belonging was related to mental 

wellbeing outcomes for all participants. While school belonging and mental health scores did not 

differ between groups, looked after people reported lower peer support and higher rates of bullying 
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victimisation. Based on within group correlations, three relationships were examined using 

moderation analysis which showed that the relationship between bullying and school belonging was 

moderated by care status. Based on qualitative data, young people across groups highlighted 

friends, teachers, school atmosphere, and personal characteristics as important for their school 

belonging. The research was limited by sample size however results suggest that a focus on mental 

wellbeing and school belonging remains important, and this is discussed in relation to current 

educational practice and supporting school belonging within education settings.  

  

Keywords: belonging, connectedness, wellbeing, mental health, education  
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 Chapter 1 – Does School Belonging Matter? Exploring the Relationship Between School 

Belonging and Mental Wellbeing in Adolescence 

Aims and Rationale 

The overarching aim of my thesis was to explore the importance of school belonging for 

looked after children by thinking about whether school belonging is linked to long term outcomes 

and whether it is associated with mental wellbeing for looked after children. My systematic 

literature review aimed to answer the question ‘Is school belonging important when considering 

mental health outcomes?’, ‘Does school belonging have a long term impact?’ and therefore, ‘Does it 

offer a potential avenue for supporting young people?’. Following on, my research project aimed to 

focus on whether school belonging is any different for young people living in care, and whether it 

relates to mental wellbeing, friendships, and bullying. 

Prior to training I worked for a year in a learning outreach role where my interest in this area 

grew. During this time, I supported looked after children in alternative provisions, through school 

transitions, with sessions at home or in McDonald’s for those who could not attend school, and in 

mainstream lessons or through Emotional Literacy Support Assistant work. The role was varied and 

the young people I worked with were brilliant, however, although there were some success stories 

of school transitions or positive educational outcomes, this was rare. One young person I worked 

with found it difficult to go beyond the school reception as they felt they had limited friendships 

within their school and it made them too anxious, one young person was sent to a pupil referral unit 

for pretending to throw a spider at another pupil, despite being bullied daily, and one young person 

spent half of the school year out of education because he had nowhere stable to live.  

One day I went into a primary school to support a young person who had been excluded for 

a few days because of his behaviour. A new decoration was hanging across the classroom, made up 

of cut out people representing every child in the class, decorated by them. Whilst the young person I 
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was working with may not have been aware that they were the only member of their class not 

included, it really struck me. It made me think about how something seemingly so small could make 

such a big difference in the life of someone who has recently moved away from their family and 

might need a place to belong. Following a placement breakdown, school saying that they could no 

longer support him, and time spent living in holiday homes due to no consistent place to live, the 

young person ended up in a middle school in the hope that this would allow him to stay there for the 

next three years of his education. His peer group was larger and teachers and classrooms changed 

each lesson, making it difficult for him to find his feet and build strong relationships. He ended up 

working each day in the library, rather than in the classroom, and spending break in a private 

courtyard with a member of staff. He was not allowed to attend school trips or go to lunch time 

clubs. While schools do the best they can to find something that works for young people, and to give 

them an education, my whole experience within this role made me reflect on how important it 

might be to feel that you belong at school, especially when your home life is disrupted. This has led 

to my passion for researching school belonging and in particular, for young people who are looked 

after.  

During my training to become an Educational Psychologist I started to explore the research 

base for school belonging and looked after children. School belonging and its related terms are now 

quite prominent within research, with researchers investigating how it relates to a range of 

outcomes including academic motivation and engagement (Neel & Fuligni, 2013; Singh et al., 2010), 

psychological functioning and mental health (Arslan et al., 2020; Pittman & Richmond, 2007), and 

behaviour (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012; Korpershoek et al., 2020). Researchers have also started 

to look at school belonging for specific groups such as adolescents from different ethnic groups 

(Gummadam et al., 2016), refugees (Due et al., 2016; Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007), and those with 

special educational needs (McMahon et al., 2008; Prince & Hadwin, 2013). As the research field has 

grown the focus has also turned to how we can foster school belonging for young people (Allen et 

al., 2016, 2021; Tillery et al., 2013). Systematic reviews and metanalyses have been conducted which 
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are helping to synthesise knowledge in this field. The focus of these syntheses have been on 

adolescents’ experiences of school belonging, what it is important for schools to know, and how 

school belonging relates to other factors contemporaneously (Allen et al., 2018; Craggs & Kelly, 

2018; Korpershoek et al., 2020; Marraccini & Brier, 2017). Currently, less evidence is available 

exploring the longitudinal relationships between school belonging and other factors. Therefore, I 

decided that a synthesis of the research base on longitudinal relationships between school belonging 

and mental wellbeing would be useful to start to answer the questions set out as the aims of my 

research: ‘Is school belonging important when considering mental health outcomes?’, ‘Does school 

belonging have a long term impact?’ and therefore, ‘Does it offer a potential avenue for supporting 

young people?’.  

Following on from this, my research focussed on asking young people about their school 

belonging and mental wellbeing. Whilst research exists that incorporates the voices of looked after 

children (e.g., Adoption & Fostering journal), school belonging has not been explored for them. 

Looking into the research base for looked after children it is clear that many looked after young 

people experience exclusion from school. In some countries within the UK (Scotland) looked after 

children make up 13% of school exclusions despite only 1% of the school population being looked 

after (Maclean & Gunion, 2003). In addition, looked after young people can feel a sense of exclusion 

even if this is not through a formal process, this can come from times without a school place or being 

required to learn outside of the classroom (Brodie, 2000). Looked after children do not always feel 

that they ‘fit in’ at school and can find it difficult to establish an identity there (Sanders & Munford, 

2016). They can worry about being isolated or being seen as different from peers, and are aware of 

the potential that they may be judged by peers or teachers (Emond, 2014; Sanders & Munford, 

2016). Whilst there is no research specific to school belonging, looked after children have shared 

that they want to experience a sense of ‘normality’ at school (Emond, 2014), and to feel included 

through a supportive and caring key staff member (Maclean & Gunion, 2003) and through building 

and maintaining peer relationships (Coulling, 2000). Looked after young people can feel a sense of 
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connectedness in experiencing likeness to their peers, being part of groups, and having 

opportunities to meet young people with similar experiences (Emond, 2014; Snow et al., 2013). This 

limited research base fits with my personal experiences and suggests that school belonging could be 

an important aspect to consider for young people in care, driving my research project forward.  

Research paradigm  

With a myriad of terms associated with ontology and epistemology it can become difficult to 

understand the field and place yourself within it. Therefore, I have focussed on understanding my 

position in accessible terms so that I can better understand how it influences my research. I have 

found the works of Fryer (2020) and Moon and Blackman (2014) particularly helpful. Trying to 

simplify terms, Fryer (2020) describes ontology as what is out there that exists in the world. 

Epistemology on the other hand is the study of knowledge, thinking about how we can produce 

knowledge about the world, and questioning how reliable our knowledge is (Fryer, 2020). When 

considering ontology, a spectrum exists between realism and relativism (Moon & Blackman, 2014). 

Within the realism category sits structural relativism which suggests reality exists and is explained by 

theory (Moon & Blackman, 2014). Towards relativism there is bounded relativism, assuming that 

there are mental constructions of reality that sit within boundaries such as cultural, moral, and 

cognitive (Moon & Blackman, 2014). I find myself between these two positions based on the object 

in question. For example, I think that the world exists a certain way, and that the way things 

influence each other can be understood by scientific theory (structural realism). With some aspects, I 

find myself moving more towards bounded relativism, such as in understanding social constructs and 

emotions.  

Epistemology is linked with ontology but is concerned with how we acquire knowledge 

(Moon & Blackman, 2014). Epistemologies range from objectivism to subjectivism. Objectivism 

assumes that we can observe the world and produce knowledge from those observations, whilst 

subjectivism assumes that meaning and knowledge are a product of how we construe something 
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and our own theories (Fryer, 2020). Through work on personal construct psychology (Kelly, 1955) 

throughout the course I have learnt more about construing and come to think that the way someone 

construes the world is their truth, their reality, and in that sense, it is not wrong. Although it may not 

always seem scientifically founded or to make sense to another person, the way one construes the 

world is based on their experiences and theories they themselves have tested, accounting for the 

results of those tests and changing their template of the world based on it (Kelly, 1955).  

Considering my ontology and epistemology I have placed myself within a critical realist 

perspective. A critical realist perspective recognises that individual voice and narrative exist, but 

alongside this exist causation, barriers, and relationships between constructs that we can strive to 

understand (Fryer, 2020). Fryer (2020) highlights a retroductive nature of the critical realist 

perspective which means that researchers aim to look at the information available, understand 

relationships, and look for the best possible explanation. Experimentation and searches for 

causation can help us to understand what we are seeing in the world and can give us an idea of 

tendencies and associations so that we can build on an individuals’ narrative (Fryer, 2020). This 

perspective allows us to continue to question our knowledge and understanding. This perspective 

also recognises that individuals function within a social context, which influences our behaviour, 

identity, actions, and knowledge (Fryer, 2020).  

My approach and perspective has influenced my research in a number of ways. My research 

seeks to find associations between factors which I believe to exist in the world, however I have taken 

caution in defining these constructs and recognise that we may not capture everything within 

measures and questions. Whilst both of my papers focus on quantitative methods and survey 

responses, I have chosen to include self-report measures across both papers to try and capture the 

experiences of individuals. Within my empirical project I have incorporated a qualitative question on 

what helps young people to feel they belong at school, as it was important to me to include young 

people’s voices within my work and ensure that important factors could be found, outside of a 
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created and validated measure. My research project also focusses largely on school belonging and 

how young people feel within a social context which is prominent in their lives, in this respect I feel I 

fit within a critical realist perspective, trying to understand the experiences of individuals, whilst 

acknowledging the social context. Finally, I have tried to remain open minded throughout my 

research and I am aware of the complex and interrelating factors which exist in the lives of children 

and young people. Whilst I was not able to look at all possible confounding and predictive variables 

within my research, I understand that the associations and findings from my research fit with a 

broader context and that knowledge produced from my papers is only a small contribution to a 

wider knowledge base.  

Ethical considerations  

Appropriate consent for young people who live in care was my main ethical consideration. 

During the ethics process I was aware that this would be an area of difficulty as young people are 

looked after by the local authority but consent is often still needed from a parent or guardian. This 

made the process of gaining consent quite complex and I believe this led to additional difficulty 

recruiting participants for my study, as a lot of responsibility was placed on the Virtual School 

gatekeepers who were asked to ensure consent was in place. In an attempt to reduce the demand 

on Virtual School gatekeepers I created participant information sheets, social media adverts, and 

attended one virtual group with looked after children, in order to advertise the study to them. 

Following this they could get in touch with their Virtual School gatekeeper should they want to take 

part in the study. Unfortunately, this approach did not lead to much additional interest. Some Virtual 

Schools also shared that young people had been subjected to many surveys over the course of the 

last two years, especially considering that the pandemic meant that opportunities for participation 

were being sent out virtually within newsletters and emails. Some Virtual School gatekeepers shared 

that they thought young people would be reluctant to take part in another survey.  
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While some people might label this community ‘hard to reach’, within my practice I have 

recently been considering whether anyone should be labelled ‘hard to reach’, or whether we are not 

reaching them in a way that suits them. Whilst I would have liked more young people to be involved 

in my study, I feel that perhaps my research was not able to reach them in an appropriate way. If I 

were to carry out research in this field again, I would carefully consider how my research is carried 

out and engage young people more during the planning process.   

Finally, the study asked young people questions about some potentially difficult topics 

including bullying, self-esteem, friendships, and mental health. As the survey was anonymous, I 

attempted to provide safeguards for any adverse effects by suggesting possible positive, mood 

boosting activities to do following the completion of the survey, I also discussed with gatekeepers 

giving young people time and space to talk following the survey if possible. Whilst I hope that these 

safeguards were enough, it is hard to know how much support young people were offered or 

whether any of them experienced difficult emotions from taking part.  
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 Chapter 2 – The longitudinal relationship between school belonging and mental wellbeing 

in young people 

2.1 Introduction  

Adolescence is an important time, with structural brain changes linked with development of 

executive functioning skills, emotion integration and regulation, risk taking behaviour, and responses 

to stress (Spear, 2000; Sturman & Moghaddam, 2011; Yurgelun-Todd, 2007). Social relationships 

become increasingly important as adolescents move to become more independent, and changes 

occur within peer and adult relationships (Goodenow, 1993b; Spear, 2000). Adolescence is also a 

critical period for supporting mental health (UNICEF, 2021) as difficulties during this time of life can 

have long term impacts on development, educational attainment, general achievement and 

opportunities in life (Davey & McGorry, 2019; European Joint Action on Mental Health and 

Wellbeing, 2013–2016; WHO, 2021).  

Within mental wellbeing measurements and definitions, two main strands have emerged: 

these include a hedonic approach encompassing subjective wellbeing measures of life satisfaction 

and happiness, measured through positive and negative affect (Keyes, 2006; Larsen, 2009; Rojas, 

2007; Veenhoven, 2012), and a eudaimonic approach relating more to psychological wellbeing and 

positive functioning, for example by measuring self-actualisation, vitality, and mental health in 

relation to set criteria (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Self-esteem has also been included within overall 

wellbeing measures (Diener et al., 2009), showing a strong association with wellbeing (Rosenberg et 

al., 1995) and relating positively to other adaptive outcomes (Neff, 2011). In an attempt to define 

wellbeing, Dodge et al. (2012) discuss the complexity of the construct and suggest that wellbeing is a 

balance between the resources a person has and the challenges they face, a definition similar to that 

of resilience (Ungar, 2008). 
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In recent years supporting the mental wellbeing of young people has become a priority 

within organisations and legislation, with suggestions that the mental health of young people should 

be given the same importance as their physical health (Department of Health and Social Care and 

Department for Education, 2017; NSPCC, 2021). Understanding and noticing when young people are 

suffering from poor mental health is a fundamental part of broader child protection (Rose, 2016) and 

the UK government has overseen an increased focus on earlier intervention and prevention in recent 

years (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2017). Young people 

across the world are experiencing mental health difficulties, with 14% of young people aged 10-19 

reported to have a mental health disorder by the World Health Organisation (2021) and meta-

analytical research suggesting around 31% of young people experience at least three symptoms of 

‘common mental disorders’ (Silva et al., 2020).  In addition, over half of all mental health conditions 

present before age 14 (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2017) 

and suicide is among the top causes of death within the 15-19 age range (UNICEF, 2021).  

The mental health difficulties faced by adolescents around the world highlights the need for 

mental wellbeing promotion, with educational settings being key in providing support, promoting 

good mental health, and intervening early for young people at risk (Department of Health and Social 

Care and Department for Education, 2017; European Joint Action on Mental Health and Wellbeing, 

2013–2016; Rose, 2021). Schools are well placed to work alongside other services in prevention and 

intervention, with interventions and strategies over time having more of an impact than stand-alone 

strategies (Wells et al., 2003). Recent initiatives have focussed on setting up mental health support 

practitioners who can work alongside schools and provide training for staff to ensure they 

understand mental health needs (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for 

Education, 2017). Alongside this schools are encouraged to develop a whole-school approach to 

mental health support to promote resilience, and to educate young people about wellbeing and 

social and emotional health (Department for Education, 2021b; Department of Health and Social 

Care and Department for Education, 2017).  
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School belonging plays an important role in the lives of young people, it impacts on 

academic achievement, motivation, attendance, and wellbeing (Allen et al., 2021). Across 

adolescence and into university years, school belonging is negatively associated with anxiety and 

depression (Daley, 2019; Newman et al., 2007; Pikulski et al., 2020). Higher school belonging can 

lead to lesser emotional distress (Resnick et al.,1997), lower negative affect and increased positive 

affect (Vera et al., 2021), and higher life satisfaction (Özkan & Evren, 2020). 

Belonging is defined as an innate drive to form relationships with a consistent set of people, 

and to maintain those relationships over time (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The key aspects of 

relationships which are important for belonging are that they are positive, with reciprocal care for 

one-another’s welfare, that they are stable, and occur frequently (Baumeister & Leary, 2017). 

Belonging is a complex need but one that is fundamental, with effects on cognitions, emotions, 

behaviour, and life outcomes (Gere & MacDonald, 2010).  

Since the term school belonging was first developed (Goodenow, 1993a; Libbey, 2004) there 

has been a lack of consistency within the measurement and definition of terms related to this field 

of research (Libbey, 2007). The following terms have been regularly used in association with school 

belonging; attachment, connection/connectedness, community, membership, bonding, 

engagement, and identification (Allen et al., 2021; Diaz, 2005; Libbey, 2004; Özkan & Evren, 2020; St-

Amand et al., 2017). The most commonly used definition is currently “the extent to which students 

feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others in the school social 

environment” (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 60-61).  Other explanations of the construct have 

consistently included positive staff-student relationships alongside feelings of positive emotion and 

safety, peer support and connection, and interest and engagement in learning (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2009; St-Amand et al., 2017; Whitlock, 2006; Wingspread, 2004). For the 

purposes of this research, related terms will hereafter be encompassed within the term ‘school 

belonging’.  
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School belonging can be a protective factor for young people, supporting them to be healthy 

and to succeed, and impacting a range of positive outcomes (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2009; Wingspread, 2004). School belonging has been shown to positively impact 

academic attainment, peer cooperation, and school adjustment, and is negatively associated with 

“problem behaviour” and risky health behaviours (Goodenow, 1993b; Libbey, 2007; Newman et al., 

2007; Peña-López, 2019; Phan, 2013; Simons-Morton et al., 1999). Meta-analytic research has 

started to synthesise the field, which is largely made up of cross-sectional research. Craggs and Kelly 

(2018) used meta-synthesis to focus on what school belonging means for young people, building on 

the work of Kelly et al. (2016) who synthesised factors which impact on school belonging. The 

understanding of how school belonging relates to suicide ideation, behaviour, academic 

achievement, and school engagement both contemporaneously and over time has also been 

examined through metanalyses (Korpershoek et al., 2020; Marraccini & Brier, 2018). However, there 

is still a lack of synthesis of how school belonging might impact mental wellbeing domains over time.  

Aims of Review 

Considering the importance of the school setting in impacting mental wellbeing, the 

association between mental wellbeing and school belonging offers a potential avenue for 

exploration in terms of how schools can further support young people. This has set the context for 

the current review, which aims to better understand the long-term relationships between school 

belonging and mental wellbeing in order to establish whether increasing school belonging could 

offer a potential avenue for intervention to positively impact the mental wellbeing of young people, 

or vice versa. The current literature review aims to address the question, what are the longitudinal 

relationships between school belonging and mental wellbeing domains for children and young 

people?  
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2.2 Method 

Data sources and search strategy  

The systematic literature review was registered on the Open Science Framework and can be 

found at the following web page, https://osf.io/34m52.  

To answer the current research question a systematic literature search was conducted using 

three online databases; PsycINFO, Web of Science and ProQuest for dissertations and theses. 

Specific search terms were used to identify studies and PRISMA guidelines were used to guide the 

systematic review (Moher et al., 2009). Search terms were developed by the author in November 

2021 based on previous research and included related terms for school belonging and for wellbeing. 

The following search was used: 

"School belonging" OR "school connectedness" OR "belonging to school" OR "school 

attachment" OR "sense of community" OR "school bond*" OR "school identification" OR "school 

membership" OR “school connection” OR "school engagement" OR "school acceptance"  

AND 

Wellbeing OR "Well-being" OR "well being" OR happy* OR happiness OR "life satisfaction" OR 

"quality of life" OR "satisfaction with life" OR flourish* OR resilienc* OR "mental health" OR "self 

esteem" OR "positive affect" OR "self-esteem"  

When searching ProQuest, the Dissertations and Theses search tool was used. This search 

was limited to terms contained within the title and abstract due to the return of over 21,000 results 

during full text searches using ProQuest. There were no limits placed on the publication date, 

language, or source at this stage of the search. 

https://osf.io/34m52


SCHOOL BELONGING AND MENTAL WELLBEING 25 

Inclusion and exclusion  

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed to avoid potential bias whilst screening 

studies. Following the removal of duplicates the author conducted initial screening using the online 

platform Rayyan (Ouzzani et al., 2016) to scan titles and abstracts. All articles were screened by the 

author using the criteria in Table 1. Two voluntary research assistants (VRAs) screened articles for 

the review using the same criteria with Rayyan. Seven hundred and fifteen studies (18%) were 

screened by the author and at least one additional person, with a 98.66% agreement rate. Following 

discussion, four studies which were flagged by VRAs were included in whole text screening.  

Table 1 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Include Exclude 

Original research including dissertations and 

theses  

 

Reviews of existing research and meta-analyses  

 

Quantitative or mixed methods  

 

Qualitative only  

Any year  

 

N/A 

Longitudinal design  

 

Self-report  

 

Data from one timepoint, cross-sectional only  

 

Parent or teacher report 

Includes a self-report measure of school 

belonging (or school community, 

connectedness, bonding, attachment, 

membership) as one of the main variables 

examined  

 

No measure of school belonging 

School ‘engagement’ or ‘climate’ 

 

 

Includes a self-report measure of wellbeing 

(happiness, life satisfaction, mental health 

[depression, anxiety], satisfaction with life, 

No measure of mental health or wellbeing 

Mental health outcomes related to behaviour 

such as self-harm, drug or alcohol use, violence, 

sexual behaviour  
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quality of life, positive or negative affect, self-

esteem) as a main variable  

 

Studies which only examine suicide ideation 

and no other mental health measures 

 

Children and young people up to age 18 at the 

beginning of the study, and within a school or 

college setting 

 

Population of adults, those not in education, 

clinically diagnosed young people  

  

Relationship analysed over time  

 

School belonging or wellbeing measures only 

examined as a mediator/moderator/buffer to 

another relationship  

Comparing schools, countries etc. across groups 

rather than looking at the relationship between 

variables 

Interventions to increase either measure  

 

Measured in times of crisis e.g., natural 

disaster, pandemic etc. 

Only quantitative or mixed methods research was included within the search to evaluate the 

relationship between school belonging and wellbeing measures through self-report. Participants 

were required to be attending school and of school age at the beginning of the study. The included 

articles were longitudinal but were not restricted by the length of study. Included articles were 

required to directly analyse the relationship between a school belonging measure and a wellbeing 

measure over time, and therefore studies which involved interventions, took both measures at the 

same time point, or explored this relationship only as a mediator/moderator to another aim, were 

excluded. During scanning of the articles returned by the initial search, it was apparent that some 

articles were conducted during specific times of crisis, such as natural disasters or the COVID-19 

pandemic. These articles were excluded due to the unique circumstances explored within them that 

were not the focus of the current research question. School engagement was added to the exclusion 

criteria following initial scanning, as the use of the term school engagement related to too broad a 
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measure and was found to include behavioural, emotional, and cognitive aspects (Gao et al., 2020; 

Karababa, 2020; Stiles & Gudiño, 2018). 

Study selection 

Initial searches produced a total of 5,932 articles from three online databases and an 

additional two articles were found during manual reference list searching. Once duplicates were 

removed using Rayyan, 3,926 articles remained. The titles and abstracts of these articles were 

screened using the inclusion and exclusion criteria. This led to the inclusion of 39 articles for full-text 

screening with 34 being identified for inclusion by the author and a further five articles being 

included following secondary screening.   

A PRISMA flow diagram can be seen in Figure 1. This shows the selection and screening 

process (Moher et al., 2009). During full text screening 20 articles were excluded with 19 articles 

remaining for inclusion within the review. 

Data extraction  

Relevant information from the included articles is summarised in Appendix A. The data 

extracted included authors’ names, study title and year, type of article, country, timescale of the 

study, design, method of analysis, sample details (e.g., sample size, ethnic and gender 

demographics), belonging measure used, wellbeing measure used, and a summary of the main 

findings.  

Quality assessment  

All studies included in the review, following full text screening, underwent quality 

assessment using an adapted version the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2018) checklist 

for cohort studies. Following individual quality assessment using the adapted CASP 12-question 
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checklist, a quality assurance table was created to summarise results and highlight important areas 

for consideration across studies, this can be seen in Appendix B. The quality assurance table is used 

to evaluate where there may be sources of bias or areas of low quality, rather than to score each 

study. Scoring of studies was not deemed appropriate as quality was not being used to 

include/exclude articles within the current review, and scores do not always give a good overview of 

study quality and areas for consideration (Siddaway et al., 2019).  

PRISMA flow diagram  
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2.3 Results  

Study characteristics  

Articles were published between the years of 1996 and 2021, with eight published in the last 

five years (from 2017 to 2022). Whilst articles published by Nyberg et al. (2019) and Hernández, et 

al. (2017) are both included within the literature review, they use data from the same longitudinal 

research and sample. Therefore, within details below on study characteristics only 18 studies are 

discussed, with research papers by Nyberg et al. (2019) and Hernández et al. (2017) considered 

together.  

The majority of studies were conducted in the USA (7) followed by Australia (5). Other 

studies were carried out in Italy (1), New Zealand (1), Canada (1), Turkey (1), The UK (1), and Sweden 

(1). In total 37,489 young people participated across the included samples with a range of sample 

sizes from 104 to 11,183. Ten of the included studies recruited under 1,000 participants, six 

recruited between 1,000 and 4,000, Patalay & Fitzsimons (2018) used data from 9,553 participants, 

and Markowitz (2017) recruited 11,183 young people. Many of the large sample sizes were gained 

from using data gathered as part of a larger study, such as national longitudinal studies. Overall, 

young people were recruited from a range of settings such as a technical college, catholic schools, 

urban high schools, secondary schools, and elementary schools.  

There were a range of ethnicities included in the research, with some studies focussing on a 

specific population, for example African American young people (McMahon et al., 2004) or young 

people of Mexican origin (Hernández et al., 2017). Specific demographics for ethnicity are reported 

in nine of the 18 studies and included Black/African American, Multi-ethnic/Multiracial, White, 

Puerto Rican, Caribbean, Mexican, Asian/Asian American, Latino/Hispanic, Native Hawaiian, Pacific 

Islander, Alaskan Native, Australian, European New Zealander, Maori, and other.  
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Most of the included studies report 40%-60% male and female participant distribution, with 

one study having 3.5% of participants not reporting their gender (Perry & Lavins-Merillat, 2018) and 

another having 1% of participants reporting a gender identity other than male or female (Moffa et 

al., 2016). Seven of the included studies reported a percentage for only one gender (male or female) 

which leaves it unclear as to whether any participants chose not to report their gender or were 

reported as a gender other than male/female (Arango et al., 2018; Bond et al., 2007; Hernández et 

al., 2017; Lester et al., 2013; McMahon et al., 2004; Washburn, 2009).  

The age range of participants was 10-19 at the first time point included within the research, 

with most studies focusing on high school/secondary age students. Studies varied in length, from 

approximately six months, up to 27-year follow up. As the studies varied in length, the age range of 

those at follow up varied greatly with some participants aging only six months (Arango et al., 2018; 

Arslan et al., 2020; Perry & Lavins-Merillat, 2018) and some involved in the study until they are 32 or 

43 years old (Gunnarsdottir, 2021; Markowitz, 2017).   

All studies considered the relationship over time between school belonging or a related term 

and a measure of wellbeing, however around 30 different measurement tools were used across 

studies, with some studies measuring more than one aspect of wellbeing. Three studies contained a 

measure of general wellbeing, six a measure of self-esteem, four a measure of life-satisfaction, two a 

measure of affect, and twelve a measure of depression and anxiety, often alongside the use of other 

scales. Scales used and information on their reliability and validity can be seen in Appendix C.  Ten of 

the included studies used at least one measure which is lacking evidence for validity and reliability.  

Many of the studies aimed to explore specific research questions unrelated to the current 

literature review and only analysis and results relevant to the current review have been included 

here.   
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Quality assessment  

All studies presented clear research aims however within one study the rationale and the 

specific aims, related to the population they have recruited, were less clear (Lester et al., 2013). All 

studies included at least some detail of how and where their population was recruited and how 

measures were administrated. Additional variables which were considered during analysis vary 

between studies, with gender considered or controlled for with eleven studies and other researchers 

analysing by school year, ethnicity, and between schools. During analysis 11 studies accounted for 

scores on dependent variables at time one/baseline. Fourteen studies included information on 

attrition rates which range from 5% to 73%, and seven studies included additional detail on the 

analysis of those who dropped out. Across three studies, those who dropped out had significantly 

lower school connectedness (p<.001), lower levels of future orientation or life satisfaction (p<.01), or 

higher levels of depression (p<.001) (Bond et al., 2007; Jose et al., 2012; Shochet et al., 2006). 

Information on statistical power is only explicit within one article (Moffa et al., 2016). A 

standardised measure of effect size was included within eleven of the articles, with five studies 

including Beta coefficients which give an indication of the size of the relationship.  

Synthesis of findings  

In order to synthesise the findings, articles have been categorised by the aspect of wellbeing 

which was investigated. A breakdown of the measures and timescales can be seen in Table 2.  

 

Table 2 Included Article Mental Wellbeing Domains and Timescales 

 < 1 year 1-2 years  2-3 years 3+ years (13-27 
years) 

General 
Wellbeing 

Prati & Cicognani 
(2021) 

Gushue (1996) Jose, Ryan, & Pryor 
(2012)  

 

Self-esteem Perry & Lavins-
Merillat (2018) 

O’Brien (2015) 
 

Washburn (2009) 
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Gushue (1996) Hernández, Robins, 
Widaman, & 
Conger (2017) 

Depression 
and anxiety 

Arslan, Allen, & 
Ryan (2020) 
 
Arango et al. 
(2018) 

Moffa, Dowdy, & 
Furlong (2016) 
 
Lester, Waters, & 
Cross (2013) 
 
Shochet, Dadds, 
Ham, & Montague 
(2006) 
 
McMahon, Singh, 
Garner, & 
Benhorin (2004)  
 
Mcgraw, Moore, 
Fuller, & Bates 
(2008) 

Washburn (2009) 
 
Bond et al. (2007) 
 
Patalay & 
Fitzsimons (2018) 

Markowitz (2017) 
 
Gunnarsdóttir, 
Hensing, & 
Hammarström 
(2021) 
 
Nyberg et al. 
(2019) 

Life 
satisfaction  

Arslan, Allen, & 
Ryan (2020) 
 

 Patalay & 
Fitzsimons (2018) 

 

General wellbeing  

Three studies explored the relationship between a measure of school belonging and general 

wellbeing. Whilst all three studies identified a significant relationship between variables at one-year 

intervals, evidence for the direction of the relationship is inconsistent.  

Prati and Cicognani (2021) conducted their research over the course of one school year, 

taking measures at the beginning and end of the year and therefore exploring the relatively short-

term association between factors. Whilst the sample was the least diverse of all the included studies, 

with a 92% male population from one technical college in Italy and no detail on other demographics 

of participants, they found that school belonging significantly predicted later wellbeing (𝑅𝑅2 = .06)  

with a small effect size (r = .26); this remained even when age, gender, and time one wellbeing were 

included in the analysis model (𝛽𝛽 =  0.24, 95% 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 =  0.02, 0.45).   
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Research by Gushue (1996) also used data from a relatively short timeframe of around a 

year, exploring the relationship between school belonging and wellbeing for younger siblings (age 

10-14) and older siblings (age 12-16). As part of a larger study, the data used are from years three 

and four of the original study and include an index of wellbeing and a separate measure of happiness 

which consisted of one item. Unlike Prati and Cicognani (2021) the longitudinal results by Gushue 

(1996) demonstrated no significant prediction of school belonging on happiness or subjective 

wellbeing, with the only significant relationship suggesting higher school belonging predicted lower 

school loneliness one year later. However, they did find that higher subjective wellbeing at time one 

significantly predicted higher school belonging one year later (𝑟𝑟 =  .202,𝑝𝑝 < .05). Similar to Prati 

and Cicognani (2021), the sample was somewhat limited in relation to the application of the results 

to the wider population, as within Gushue’s (1996) study only sibling dyads, who had both parents 

living at home, were invited to take part.  

Whilst the third study by Jose et al. (2006) agrees somewhat with these findings, they found 

a bidirectional relationship between the two variables, suggesting they have a significant impact on 

each other over time. The sample size for this study is much larger, recruited from schools with 

different socio-economic backgrounds, and generally representative of the population of New 

Zealand. Using a combination of scales previously used in similar research, Jose et al. (2006) found 

that the bidirectional relationship between school belonging and mental wellbeing was consistent 

across two one-year timeframes. School connectedness significantly predicted mental wellbeing 

from year one to year two (𝛽𝛽 =  .06,𝑝𝑝 < .05) and year two to year three (𝛽𝛽 =  .08,𝑝𝑝 < .01). 

Wellbeing also significantly predicted school belonging paths from year one to year two (𝛽𝛽 =

 .19,𝑝𝑝 < .001) and year two to year three (𝛽𝛽 =  .13,𝑝𝑝 < .001).  Although socio-economic status 

(SES), gender, and age were considered within the research by Jose et al. (2006), it is unclear 

whether variables were controlled for at time one, and this could have impacted on the significance 

found within their analysis model.  
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Overall, the results relating to general wellbeing are mixed, perhaps due to the range of self-

report measures used, with the scales used within Gushue (1996) having unknown psychometric 

properties and Jose et al. (2006) combining chosen items from other measures, to create their own 

unvalidated measurement. The different sample sizes and confounders controlled for could also 

have impacted the results, creating difficulty coming to any conclusion on the direction of the 

relationship between belonging and general wellbeing. The mixed results may also, in part, be 

explained by looking at the definitions of wellbeing explored earlier in the review. Defining mental 

health and wellbeing is complex (Dodge et al., 2012) and therefore it is often broken down into more 

specific areas, such as depression/anxiety, life satisfaction, self-esteem, and affect. Therefore, 

looking at each of these outcomes individually may be more useful in helping us understand the 

relationship between belonging and wellbeing.   

Self-esteem  

The relationship between self-esteem and school belonging was explored within five studies, 

with all five finding a significant relationship between the variables (Gushue, 1996; Hernández, 

Robins, Widaman, & Conger, 2017; O’Brien, 2015; Perry & Lavins-Merillat, 2018; Washburn, 2009). 

There is most evidence to suggest that self-esteem has a significant, positive effect, on school 

belonging however within one study this relationship was only present for males. Although 

McMahon et al. (2004) and Jose et al. (2012) used measures of self-esteem within their research, 

self-esteem was not specifically analysed in relation to school belonging, therefore these studies 

have not been included within this section.  

Perry and Lavins-Merillat (2018) focussed on directional relationships over a 6-month 

timespan and found no significant path between belonging at time one and self-esteem six months 

later, when baseline self-esteem was controlled for. They did, however, find a significant path 

between self-esteem at time one and belonging six months later, after controlling for baseline 
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school belonging (𝑒𝑒 =  2.13,𝑝𝑝 <  .05;  𝑑𝑑𝑒𝑒𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑑𝑑 𝑒𝑒𝑎𝑎 𝛽𝛽2), accounting for 42% of the variance. 

Hernández et al. (2017) also found that self-esteem precited school belonging between year one 

(age 10-11) and year two (age 12-13) (𝛽𝛽 =  .15,𝑝𝑝 < .01), and year two and year three (age 14-15) 

(𝛽𝛽 =  .19,𝑝𝑝 < .01), but only for male participants.  

Results from Hernández et al. (2017) were somewhat consistent with Perry and Lavins-

Merillat (2018) however both studies analysed results by gender, and differences were only found by 

Hernández et al. (2017). The differences in results could be indicative of a different relationship 

occurring for different populations, with a sample of Mexican origin adolescents recruited by 

Hernández et al. (2017) who had a mean age of 10.4, and a range of ethnicities included by Perry 

and Lavins-Merillat (2018) with a mean age of 15.8. The longer time scale used by Hernández et al. 

(2017) may have also allowed for better analysis of impact over time, despite the measures used 

within the study showing low internal consistencies and unknown validity.  

Whilst not providing any directional evidence, research by O’Brien (2015) further supports 

the existence of a relationship between self-esteem and school belonging over a year by 

demonstrating significant correlational relationships between time one school belonging and self-

esteem one year later (𝑟𝑟 =  .355,𝑝𝑝 < .05), and time one self-esteem and school belonging one year 

later (𝑟𝑟 =  .443,𝑝𝑝 < .05). Analysis included consideration of school and gender and found no 

significant effects, although school belonging did change over time differently for males and females. 

Washburn (2009) found that over a two-year time period there were significant differences in young 

people’s self-esteem based on which school belonging cluster group they belonged to (𝐹𝐹 =

14.75,𝑝𝑝 < .001). Using cluster analysis, Washburn (2009) divided participants into groups, based on 

their school belonging scores over the four timepoints in their study. This included the ‘connected’ 

group (n = 22) who had the highest scores, the ‘average’ group (n = 47), with scores closest to the 

mean, the ‘low increasing’ group (n = 25) who had low scores which increased towards the mean 

over time, and the ‘detached’ group (n = 10) with low school belonging scores.  Washburn (2009) 



SCHOOL BELONGING AND MENTAL WELLBEING 36 

found that young people who were part of the ‘connected’ group had significantly higher self-

esteem than all three other groups, with unknown effect size. The grouping of participants by 

Washburn (2009) provides somewhat less detailed information on the relationship between the two 

variables as the belonging scale is not continuous. Participants were also grouped based on school 

belonging scores across timepoints so although school belonging and self-esteem were related 

within the study, the direction of the relationship is not explicit, and the longitudinal nature of the 

relationship is somewhat unclear.  

Finally, when considering their sample as a whole, Gushue (1996) found no significant 

longitudinal relationship between school sense of community and self-esteem, in either direction. 

Gushue (1996) and O’Brien (2015) used similar self-esteem measures and sample sizes however 

Gushue (1996) recruited siblings dyads made up of older and younger siblings. Whilst no directional 

relationships were found between school belonging and self-esteem for the overall sample, when 

looking at the results by group Gushue (1996) reported a correlation between self-esteem at time 

one and school belonging one year later, only for older siblings.  

Overall, self-esteem and school belonging show a relationship, and the evidence would 

suggest that whilst they may in part impact on one another, self-esteem has more of an effect on 

future school belonging, rather than vice versa.  

Depression and Anxiety 

This is the most commonly studied wellbeing domain, with 13 studies focussing on depression, 

anxiety, or internalising symptoms. This is also the only area where relationships have been studied 

into adulthood, providing a much more in-depth idea of the existing relationship. Twelve of the 

studies reported a significant relationship between school belonging and depression or anxiety. Six 

of the included studies suggested that school belonging is related to later depression and anxiety, 

with one addition study finding a bidirectional relationship that suggests that the relationship is 
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strongest from belonging to depression and anxiety, rather than vice versa. One further study 

suggested a bidirectional relationship. Evidence seems to suggest that school belonging is predictive 

of later mental health, however, three of the studies finding this effect also found that the amount 

of variance accounted for was small, or that other factors were far more predictive.  

Two of the included studies took place over two timepoints six months apart (Arango et al., 

2018; Arslan et al., 2020). The results are varied with Arango et al. (2018) finding a bi-directional 

relationship between school connectedness and depression even when variables were controlled for 

at baseline (Depression-Connectedness 𝑟𝑟 = −.30,𝑝𝑝 < .05, Connectedness-Depression 𝑟𝑟 =

−.29,𝑝𝑝 < .05), and Arslan et al. (2020) finding that school belonging at time one predicted 

internalising behaviour six months later, only when time one mental health problems were not 

controlled for in the model (𝛽𝛽 =  −.04). The results from Arslan et al. (2020) suggest that whilst 

belonging may be related to later mental health, baseline mental health is far more predictive. 

Whilst both studies have samples larger than 100 and have a similar time span, the difference in 

results may be explained by the use of different outcome measures, with Arango (2019) using a ten-

item scale to look at internalising problems and Arslan et al. (2020) focussing on depression. The 

samples also differ as Arango et al. (2019) focussed on participants with heightened levels of bullying 

victimisation, which may have impacted on either variable or the relationship between them. The 6-

month timespan also represents a relatively short period within longitudinal research and therefore 

studies of longer length may build a better picture of how these variables relate over time.    

There are five studies which contribute to the understanding of the relationship between 

school belonging and depression and anxiety by analysing data over the period of around one year 

(or across two academic years). Two studies based in Australia found significant relationships 

between variables, however, they found that these relationships differed between males and 

females at some timepoints (Lester et al., 2013; Shochet et al., 2006). Lester et al. (2013) found 

different temporal pathways existed for males and females on depression but not anxiety and 
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therefore adapted their analysis to model relationships with depression separately for each gender. 

Between the end and beginning of school years they found that, for females, a reciprocal 

relationship existed between connectedness and depression, with increased connectedness 

associated with decreased depression (𝛽𝛽 =  −.09) and increased depression scores associated with 

decreased connectedness (𝛽𝛽 =  −.10). For males the relationship only existed in one direction with 

increased depression significantly associated with decreased connectedness (𝛽𝛽 =  −.01). The four 

waves of their study spanned from the end of year seven (age 12-13) to the beginning of year nine, 

and over all other timepoints there were significant reciprocal relationships between measures, for 

both depression and anxiety, and for both males and females. Lester et al. (2013) suggests that the 

paths were strongest from belonging to depression, and from belonging to anxiety, rather than vice 

versa.   

Shochet et al. (2006) found that school belonging at time one significantly predicted 

depressive symptoms for both males (𝑅𝑅2  =  −2.07,𝑝𝑝 < .01), and females (𝑅𝑅2  =  −1.94,𝑝𝑝 <

.05), when the effect of school belonging at time one was controlled. They also found some 

difference between genders as higher school belonging significantly predicted lower future anxiety 

only for females (𝑅𝑅2  =  −1.81,𝑝𝑝 = .05) and lower impairment of general functioning only for males 

(𝑅𝑅2  =  −0.88,𝑝𝑝 < .05), with medium effect sizes (r = -.29, r = -.41 respectively). Unlike Lester et al. 

(2013) there was no significant impact of mental health at time one on school belonging at time two. 

Whilst power is not reported, these two studies are likely to have increased power due to their large 

sample sizes, with Lester et al. (2013) having 3,123 participants respond to at least three of their 

four timepoints, and Shochet et al. (2006) maintaining 1,740 participants after 14% attrition.  

A third study conducted in Australia, over a year, investigated the relationship between 

school belonging and anxiety, depression, and stress for final year students. McGraw et al. (2008) 

found that school connectedness significantly predicted depression, anxiety, and stress, however the 

relationship did not remain when time one negative affect, was considered. Whilst time one 
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measures were controlled for by Shochet et al. (2006) it is unclear if this was accounted for by Lester 

et al. (2013). 

Two further studies conducted in the USA took place over roughly one year and results are 

mixed. Whilst McMahon et al. (2004) found that a high school sense of belonging led to fewer 

internalising symptoms (anxiety and depression) in the second year of their study, this was over a 

pre-test and post-test period, the timescale of which is unclear within the paper. This makes it 

difficult to determine whether these results should be considered alongside other longitudinal 

research. Within the paper by Moffa et al. (2016) school belonging at time one is added into a model 

with life satisfaction and psychological distress at time one and found to significantly predict internal 

distress at time two (𝐹𝐹 (3, 1145) =  119.84,𝑝𝑝 < 0.001, 𝑅𝑅2 =  .24). However, although adding 

belonging to the predictive model did predict internal distress, the explained variance in internal 

distress was not substantial (𝑓𝑓2 = .006). Whilst mental health screening at time one accounted for 

27% of the variance in social-emotional wellbeing two years later, the addition of school belonging 

only increased the explained variance by 2%. For the outcome of internal distress, school belonging 

only increased the explained variance by 0.4% from 24%. Although these results are statistically 

significant, they suggest that earlier mental health screening and wellbeing measures are more 

predictive than a measure of school belonging. This is consistent with findings from Arslan et al. 

(2020) and McGraw et al. (2008) who saw no predictive effect of school belonging once other mental 

health variables were controlled for.  

Over the slightly longer time period of two years there are two studies conducted using a 

different method of analysis than other studies included within this review (Bond et al., 2007; 

Washburn, 2009). Both Bond et al. (2007) and Washburn (2009) grouped their participants 

depending on their connectedness scores and analysed wellbeing outcomes across these groups. 

Bond et al. (2007) used the school connectedness scale (Arthur et al., 2002) to group 2,678 

participants into four groups: high, moderate, low, and very low school connectedness. The school 
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connectedness scale demonstrated high internal consistency within the study (Cronbach’s alpha 

= .87) but generally lacks evidence of the psychometric properties. Bond et al. (2007) suggested that 

year eight students (age 12-13) with very low school connectedness were more likely to report 

depressive symptoms in year 10 (age 14-15), however the findings did not reach statistical 

significance.  

Using a similar method of analysis Washburn (2009) used a revised version of the 

Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale (Washburn & Kuriakose, 2001) to look at 

school belonging. Whilst the PSSM has evidence of good psychometric properties, Washburn (2009) 

ensured that the connection to school scale used within this study also had appropriate validity and 

reliability by confirming good test-retest reliability over two weeks, good internal reliability over 

time, and good construct validity with the PSSM. Alongside this Washburn (2009) included a range of 

variables within their analysis such as ethnic/racial discrimination, gender, ethnicity, grade, and 

controlled for scores at time one. The measures used and analysis give weight to their findings that 

there were significant differences between the four groups (𝐹𝐹 = 7.45,𝑝𝑝 = .001), with the 

connected group reporting significantly lower levels of depression than all three other groups taken 

separately, even when controlling for adjustment outcomes at time one (𝐹𝐹(3,99)  =  4.82,𝑝𝑝 < .01). 

A small to medium effect size is reported for the overall model (𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒² =  .07). 

Over a slightly longer timespan that Bond et al. (2007) and Washburn (2009), Patalay & 

Fitzsimons (2018) used data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) (Centre for Longitudinal 

Studies, n.d.) to look at predictors of depression from age 11 to age 14. Whilst they found a 

significant relationship between school connectedness and depression at age 14 (r = -.14, p<0.001), 

even when time one mental health was controlled for (r = -.12, p<0.001), the effect size was small. In 

addition, it is unclear how school connectedness was measured using the data from the MCS, as 

school connectedness was not a construct detailed in the original data set (Johnson et al., 2015), and 

Patalay & Fitzsimons (2018) do not give information on which data or questionnaire items they have 
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used to calculate school connectedness. Therefore, these results should be viewed with caution, as 

the school connectedness measure is unclear and the validity and reliability of it is not established.   

There are two studies included within the literature review that look at the longer-term 

outcomes with participants who have experienced different levels of adversity (Gunnarsdóttir et al., 

2021; Markowitz, 2017). Markowitz (2017) and Gunnarsdóttir et al. (2021) both provide findings that 

school connection is related to later depression over a period of 13 and 27 years respectively. 

Markowitz (2017) drew on data from a larger study in the USA which included six items on school 

connection and 10 items measuring wellbeing/depression. Markowitz (2017) reported that an 

increase in school connection yields a significant decrease in depressive symptoms in late 

adolescence (𝑝𝑝 < .01) and that this result remains significant regardless of whether young people 

have experienced adversity.  

Consistent with the research by Markowitz (2017), Gunnarsdóttir et al. (2021) found that 

when depressive symptoms at age 16 were controlled for, poor school connectedness was 

associated with future depression symptoms (𝛽𝛽 =  0.124,𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 =  0.10, 0.15) regardless of whether 

young people had experienced adversities. Whilst these two studies are consistent in the long term 

impact of school connectedness on mental health, the psychometric properties of the measures are 

somewhat unclear and Gunnarsdóttir et al. (2021) also reported problems with the statistical power 

of their study due to the sample size. Therefore, these results should be viewed with some caution.  

Additionally, Nyberg et al. (2019) measured the belonging to mental health relationship, 

however, this was not the main aim of the study and therefore limited analysis took place in relation 

to these variables. The data were the same as that used by Gunnarsdóttir et al. (2021), who more 

adequately addresses the review research question. Nyberg et al. (2019) found that good school 

connectedness in adolescence was associated with lower depression and anxiety (modelled 

separately) with participants aged 43 (both anxiety and depression: −0.147,𝑝𝑝 =  .000) when 
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controlling for sex and adjusting for baseline depressive symptoms. However, the effect size was 

small.  

The results of Nyberg et al. (2019) and Gunnarsdóttir et al. (2021) suggest that school 

belonging is predictive of mental health, even when time one mental health is controlled for. This is 

consistant with research by Arango et al. (2018) and Patalay & Fitzsimons (2018), who found the 

relationship remained. However, this is inconsistent with findings from Arslan et al. (2020), McGraw 

et al. (2008) and Moffa et al. (2016) who found that mental health at time one was more predictive 

of time two mental health, than school belonging at time one. At the current time it is difficult to 

attribute cause for the mixed results, with studies finding that school belonging predicted mental 

health regardless of mental health at time one including populations from age 11 to 16 (across the 

studies), and those finding that mental health was more predictive including participants from age 

ranges 10 to 19 (across the studies). Whilst a variety of measurement tools and analyses were used 

across the studies, which may account for the mixed results, additional exploration would be 

beneficial to evaluate the impact of the age of participants, and the length of the study.  

Overall, there appears to be some emerging evidence that suggests school belonging has an 

impact on depression and anxiety. Whilst school belonging does appear to significantly predict 

mental health variables, three studies suggest that other factors, such as baseline mental health and 

wellbeing measures, are more predictive of later mental health (Arslan et al., 2020; McGraw et al., 

2008; Moffa et al., 2016). Over the long-term period three studies also consistently suggested that 

school belonging in adolescence has a long-term association with mental health, into adulthood 

(Gunnarsdóttir et al., 2021; Markowitz, 2017; Nyberg et al., 2019). Although two of these studies 

used the same data (Gunnarsdóttir et al., 2021; Nyberg et al., 2019), the analysis of results within all 

three studies gives evidence for the long-term effects.  
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Life satisfaction  

Four studies explored life satisfaction within the measures used (Arslan et al., 2020; Jose et 

al., 2012; Moffa et al., 2016; Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2018), however, Jose et al. (2012) combined their 

measure of life satisfaction with other measures to provide a complete picture of wellbeing. Life 

satisfaction was also measured by Moffa et al. (2016) but was added to their predictive model for 

internal distress, rather than being measured as an outcome variable related to school belonging, 

and therefore will not be included here. Patalay & Fitzsimons (2018) is included under life 

satisfaction as they explored the correlation between school connectedness and ‘mental wellbeing’, 

with their measure of mental wellbeing comprising of six items assessing satisfaction with different 

domains of life, such as school, family, and life as a whole. They found that from age 11 to age 14, 

school connectedness significantly predicted satisfaction (r = .15, p<0.001) even when time one 

mental health was controlled for (r = .11, p<0.001). Finally, the only study that specifically looked at 

the relationship between school belonging and life satisfaction was Arslan et al. (2020) who found 

that, over 6 months, school belonging at time one predicted life satisfaction at time two (𝛽𝛽 =

 .39,𝑝𝑝 < .001).  

2.4 Discussion  

Summary and overview   

The current paper is unique as it aims to summarise the research into longitudinal 

relationships between mental wellbeing and school belonging. Although research is fragmented due 

to the different outcome measures or constructs of wellbeing chosen, there is evidence that school 

belonging can impact mental health, not just contemporaneously.  

Within the current review three studies aimed to explore how school belonging relates to 

general wellbeing (Jose et al., 2012; Gushue, 1996; Prati & Cicognani, 2021). Whilst evidence 
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suggests that there may be a bidirectional relationship between school belonging and general 

wellbeing, looking at specific domains of mental wellbeing has proved more helpful within the 

current review, in understanding how factors relate over time. The relationship between school 

belonging and depression and anxiety is the most researched and the evidence suggests that there is 

a significant relationship between school belonging and mental health outcomes. Higher school 

belonging was found to predict lower mental health difficulties longitudinally in eight of the included 

studies (Arango et al., 2018; Gunnarsdóttir et al., 2021; Lester et al., 2013; Markowitz, 2017; Moffa 

et al., 2016; Nyberg et al., 2019; Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2018; Shochet et al., 2016), with this 

relationship present from six months, up to 27 years later. School belonging also has an impact on 

life satisfaction over the course of six months, however, this relationship has only been evaluated 

over time in one study (Arslan et al., 2020). Finally, self-esteem is consistently related to school 

belonging over time, with higher self-esteem predictive of higher school belonging. 

Belonging and mental health   

With at least one in ten young people experiencing a mental health difficulty (Department of 

Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2017) consideration of the research is needed 

to help inform possible avenues for intervention and promotion of positive mental wellbeing. 

Education settings have been highlighted as one key context which could be instrumental in 

providing early support to young people (Department for Education, 2021; Rose, 2021). School 

belonging has gained interests as a potential protective factor for a range of outcomes, including 

mental health. However, a large body of research has focussed on contemporaneous relationships 

between these two aspects and previous literature reviews have focussed on what might impact 

school belonging or mental health, independently of one another (e.g., Allen et al., 2018; Conley et 

al., 2015).  

Mental wellbeing is often broken into two strands including subjective wellbeing, and 

mental health, measured through set criteria (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Within the current review 
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outcomes relating to anxiety, depression, and internalising symptoms will be discussed here under 

the term mental health. Within the current review 12 of the 13 included studies exploring mental 

health found a significant negative relationship between school belonging and mental health 

difficulty scores (Arango et al., 2018; Arslan et al., 2020; Gunnarsdóttir et al., 2021; Lester et al., 

2013; Markowitz, 2017; Mcgraw et al., 2008; McMahon et al., 2004; Moffa et al., 2016; Nyberg et al., 

2019; Shochet et al., 2006; Washburn, 2009), consistent with cross-sectional research in this field 

(Newman et al., 2007; Pikulski et al., 2020; Prince, 2010). Whilst two studies suggested a 

bidirectional relationship between the variables (Arango et al., 2018; Lester et al., 2013), more 

evidence was present to suggest that school belonging can have an impact on later mental health 

scores, with higher school belonging related to lower depression and anxiety. The measures used 

within the current review were self-report, however, these results are consistent with the 

relationship found between school belonging and parent-reported child-mental health (Vaz et al., 

2014). Results from similar measures also give evidence for this relationship, with teacher support 

related to lower depression and anxiety over time (Elmelid et al., 2015), higher school belonging 

relating to lower conduct problems one year later (Loukas et al., 2010), and group identification at 

school significantly predicting fewer mental health difficulties 11 months later (Miller et al., 2018).  

Whilst the current review narrowed the results to look at mental health and did not include 

self-harm or suicide ideation, a metanalyses by Marraccini and Brier (2017) demonstrated that 

school belonging is also related to suicide risk and behaviours. Within the current review higher 

school belonging was shown to relate to fewer mental health difficulties over time, but evidence 

beyond the scope of the current review also suggests that those who feel a higher sense of 

belonging are less likely to have suicidal thoughts or make a suicide attempt (Marraccini & Brier, 

2017).  

Although school belonging can have more of a predictive effect on mental health than some 

peer and family factors (Loukas et al., 2010; Miller et al., 2018), three of the studies within the 
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current review found that baseline mental health was a bigger predictor of later mental health, than 

was school belonging (Arslan, 2020; Mcgraw, 2008; McMahon et al., 2004). This was also suggested 

in research by Miller et al. (2018), who found that school belonging was the biggest predictor of 

mental health, only after baseline mental health. Despite this, school belonging may still be an 

important aspect to consider as it could provide a buffering effect for later mental health outcomes, 

especially for those at risk of negative outcomes. School belonging has shown a relationship to 

mental health outcomes over time for LGBTQ+ students, those who have experienced adverse 

experiences, and those experiencing bullying victimisation (Clements-Nolle & Waddington, 2019; 

Davis et al., 2019; Hatchel et al., 2018; Huynh & Gillen-O’Neel, 2016; Perales & Campbell, 2020). 

Whilst those in the LGBTQ+ community and those experiencing victimisation can report lower school 

belonging (Davis et al., 2019; Perales & Campbell, 2020), school belonging can buffer or mediate the 

effects of some risk factors, reducing the chances of depressive symptoms (Davis et al., 2019; 

Hatchel et al., 2018), psychological distress (Clements-Nolle & Waddington, 2019), and poor sleep 

quality (Huynh & Gillen-O’Neel, 2016).  

Belonging and self-esteem  

School belonging has been positively related to self-perceptions and self-concept 

(Korpershoek et al., 2020; Prince, 2010). Within the current synthesis a significant positive 

relationship was found between self-esteem and school belonging (O’Brien, 2015; Washburn, 2009). 

In contrast to the research on school belonging and mental health, self-esteem was found to have 

more of a predictive effect on school belonging than vice versa. Whilst this is consistent with similar 

research by Anderman (2002) who found that self-concept was the biggest personal factor which 

predicted sense of belonging, there were some differences across the studies which may relate to 

the age and gender of participants.  

Perry and Lavins-Merrillat (2018) found that self-esteem predicted later school belonging for 

their population of 14–18-year-olds whereas Hernández et al., (2017), who studied participants aged 
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10-15-years-old, found this relationship but only for male participants, and Gushue (1996) only for 

the older participants in their sample (age 12-16). There appear to be some differences between 

females and males in relation to school belonging, with males showing lower school belonging at 

younger ages but remaining stable over time, and females’ school belonging starting higher, but 

declining during the teenage years (Neel & Fuligni, 2013). Similar gender differences have been 

found when looking at school belonging in relation to other factors, with Davis et al. (2019) finding 

that school belonging acts as a buffer between bullying and depression, but only for females. Within 

the current review, 10 of the 18 studies included gender within their analyses and six studies 

considered the participants’ age/school year. Within future research it may be important to establish 

whether the relationship between mental wellbeing domains (e.g., self-esteem) and school 

belonging is consistent across different genders, considering their ages.  

Belonging and subjective wellbeing  

Building on the results of contemporaneous research which shows a relationship between 

school belonging and life satisfaction (Abubakar et al., 2016), Arslan et al. (2020) found that school 

belonging predicted life satisfaction six months later. Whilst this provides initial evidence for the 

impact of school belonging on life satisfaction over time, the research in this area is limited to one 

study. Similar to research on the potential impact of school belonging on depression and anxiety, it 

has been suggested that the relationship between school belonging and life satisfaction may not be 

linear, but that school belonging may buffer risk factors, such as the effect of victimisation on life 

satisfaction (Chen et al., 2021).  

Negative affect was also included within the search criteria, having been related to mental 

wellbeing (Larsen, 2009), however, no longitudinal studies were returned which met the inclusion 

criteria for the synthesis. Research in this field suggests that school belonging is related to positive 

and negative affect within school, both contemporaneously and over time (Anderman, 1999) and 

that the relationship between belonging and affect may be bidirectional (Tian et al., 2016). 
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Subdomains of parent, teacher, and peer relatedness have all been related to positive and negative 

affect, however, teacher relatedness, a key part of school belonging, has shown the biggest 

association (King, 2015).  

Strengths and limitations  

The current review provides an overview of the longitudinal relationship between school 

belonging and aspects of wellbeing. A strength of the review is that it provides an overview of the 

longitudinal research analysing the relationship between school belonging and outcomes related to 

mental wellbeing, which has not previously been summarised. The researcher has also aimed to take 

a broad definition of mental wellbeing which includes measures of mental health and subjective 

wellbeing, in order to capture the relationship between school belonging and different domains of 

wellbeing. This adds to the field as previous reviews have focussed only on narrow outcomes related 

to mental health, such as suicidal thoughts and behaviour (Marraccini & Brier, 2017). Whilst this is 

inclusive of different constructs and measures, this has led to difficulty comparing results across 

studies due to the amount of variation in measurement tools. In addition, some research was 

excluded due to terms which did not fit closely enough with belonging, such as school identification, 

which has been found to predict future mental health, but not as strongly as time one mental health, 

or gender (Miller et al., 2018). Articles referencing ‘school climate’ were also excluded as this term 

was considered too broad, encompassing physical school environment, interactions between 

people, perceptions of school, feelings of safety and trust, and academic performance (La Salle et al., 

2021; Marshal, 2004).  

In terms of the populations included within the review, the articles are from seven different 

countries and represent a broad range of ethnicities from those localities. The children and young 

people are also recruited from a range of different school settings. For example, one study recruited 

only catholic school students, and one focussed on single sex schools. This should be considered in 

terms of comparability with other research populations and how the results are applied more 
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broadly. Despite the representation of different countries and cultures within the included articles 

these are largely limited to western locations and there is a lack of representation of some cultural 

and ethnic groups. During the screening process, a piece of research from China was excluded as it 

was carried out when schooling had been disrupted due to an earthquake less than two years prior 

to the study (Liu et al., 2021). Within the study 17.1% of adolescents had a relative who had died or 

was hurt, and one school had been completely rebuilt, therefore, the circumstance in which the 

research took place was considered to be a time of crisis or unsettlement. This exclusion led to a lack 

of representation of Chinese students within the review. This paper also would have added to the 

understanding of how belonging and wellbeing change depending on the circumstances; however, 

this was not the focus of the current review. This exclusion criterion also led to the exclusion of 

research around the current context that young people face, which is the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Perkins et al., 2021). Whilst not covered within this review, it is important to acknowledge that 

school belonging and wellbeing will both be impacted by broader factors, including the current 

climate and circumstances. 

Within the research there are a range of other factors considered such as early adversity, 

bullying, socio-economic status, gender etc. however there was a lack of consistency in which 

measures were included and controlled for. Several of the studies explored belonging and wellbeing 

alongside other measures which have not been included within this review. Studies which contained 

belonging as a mediator or moderator were also excluded which means that this review does not 

place belonging and wellbeing in the context of other factors.  

Finally, as no control trials or experiments are included within the review the results are 

limited to the observable relationships. Results were also limited to quantitative studies and whilst 

very few qualitative studies were returned by the search, this would have provided additional in-

depth information and the perspectives of young people.  
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Implications for future research  

Following this review additional research would be beneficial to bolster the findings and to 

address the limitations discussed above. As mentioned previously, the bulk of the research exploring 

this relationship looks at outcomes of mental health such as depression and anxiety, whereas the 

theoretical basis for mental wellbeing suggests it is made up of a variety of areas. Therefore, 

research would be beneficial in the areas that have been explored less, to clarify which relationships 

exist and give a better overall picture of which domains of wellbeing might be related to school 

belonging. This should include research into positive and negative affect which is considered an 

aspect of wellbeing however no research included in the current review looked directly at this.  

In addition, the research mainly focusses on the short term 1–2-year relationship between 

variables however a long-term relationship has been shown to exist into adulthood. Additional 

research over a longer timeframe would help to build a better picture of how these variables relate 

in the long term.  

An area that would particularly benefit from exploration is how belonging and wellbeing fit 

within the context of other variables, including over time. For example, Nyberg et al. (2019) found 

that professional activity and civic status in later life mediated the relationship between school 

belonging and mental health, but that the direct effect was stronger, giving evidence for the 

importance of school belonging. School belonging has been found to mediate the effect of peer 

victimisation/bullying on mental health, and to buffer adversities such as childhood maltreatment 

(Goldstine-Cole, 2020; Hatchel et al., 2018; Seon & Smith-Adcock, 2021) however it may not be 

protective of all factors and was not found to mediate the relationship between racial discrimination 

and mental health (Pang, 2015). Understanding belonging within the broader context will be 

important for understanding when and how it can buffer against negative outcomes and which other 

variables are important in the overall development and mental wellbeing of young people.  
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Implications for professional practice  

The research included within the review is mostly observation and provides insight into the 

relationship, rather than providing evidence for specific interventions or how one factor might be 

used to buffer the other in a practical sense. However, the evidence does highlight the long-term 

relationship between these factors, confirming the importance of focussing on both school 

belonging and mental wellbeing within adolescents. School is an important setting for mental 

wellbeing promotion and not just a place where young people go to learn, but also where they go to 

build connections and where they need to feel they belong (Baumeister & Leary, 2017). An effortful 

focus on how young people feel they belong at school could be particularly important as disparities 

in school belonging are becoming more evident and the risk and protective factors for school 

belonging, such as SES and school achievement, have increased over time (Högberg et al., 2021). The 

current evidence base for supporting school belonging is limited however strategies and resources 

are developing, such as within a recent book on boosting school belonging (Allen & Kern, 2020). The 

following strategies have also been put forward as potential ways to support and develop school 

belonging for students.    

Self-esteem – Considering the evidence that self-esteem is related to belonging and can have 

a significant impact on young people’s sense of belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Gushue, 1996; Perry & 

Lavins-Merillat, 2018) focussing on self-esteem offers a potential avenue for intervention. Many 

schools implement support for emotional literacy and the promotion of self-esteem is considered 

part of this support (Sharp, 2001) with Borba (1989) suggesting five building blocks to self-esteem: 

affiliation, competence, mission, self-hood, and security.  

Gratitude diaries – In an intervention where children wrote two to three things they are 

thankful for at school each day, school belonging was shown to significantly increase in the 

intervention group (Diebel et al., 2016). This may provide a possible avenue for support for groups or 

classes of young people, without being time or resource consuming for schools.   
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Social belonging intervention - Walton and Brady (2020) developed a social belonging 

intervention which is delivered in a one-hour session and targeted at students from diverse 

backgrounds who may find it more difficult to feel a sense of belonging at school. The intervention 

involves older students from diverse backgrounds writing guided stories which are shared with the 

younger students to reassure them that worries about fitting in are normal and will pass with time. 

The young people can read real life stories and are encouraged to share how their experience so far 

fit with the stories and how they see their experiences playing out in the future. They might also be 

involved in writing letters for a younger student to embed the learning and ideas from the 

intervention. The intervention shows potential for targeting specific groups of students who may be 

at risk of low school belonging and was shown to raise students’ grades, increase their confidence in 

their chances of success, and increase their sense of belonging, wellbeing, and health (Walton & 

Brady, 2020).  

Mentoring – In a weekly intervention described by King et al., 2002, young people met with 

adult mentors twice a week for one and a half hours a time. The mentors built relationships with 

students through icebreakers, worked through self-esteem enhancing activities, and offered support 

with academic work for a short period each session. A journal was kept and passed between 

different students who were part of the intervention, containing mentor and student answers to 

questions such as ‘what are you most proud of having done?’. Each week an achievable goal was set 

for the student, for example, giving someone a compliment, or asking a question in class. Whilst 

trained mentors were used for the intervention, school staff are commonly delivering mental health 

and pastoral support within school (Department for Education, 2018) and therefore could be well 

placed to deliver this type of intervention to specific pupils who need it. The intervention was shown 

to improve self-esteem and peer, family, and school connectedness (King et al., 2002).  

Whole school approaches - With the importance of the school setting recognised in guidance 

and the drive for whole-school approaches to mental health (DfE, 2021) school belonging could be 
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considered as an important strand of a whole-school approach. Schools should focus on helping 

young people to develop relationships with peers and teachers as well as supporting them to feel 

understood and accepted, and safe within the school environment (Allen et al., 2018; Craggs & Kelly, 

2018). Rowe et al. (2007) suggest three key aspects of increasing school belonging which include 

partnership, participation, and valuing diversity. Within the classroom this involves student centred 

learning activities, encouraging decision making, negotiation, experiential learning, and collaborative 

activities. In the broader school context this involves including families and the community within 

school life and policy development, group activities for the whole school, and the offer of extra-

curricular activities and tailored social spaces (Rowe et al., 2007). Extracurricular opportunities have 

been highlighted as key in building school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Craggs & Kelly, 2018; 

McNeely et al., 2002) and consideration of activities which might suit the needs of different young 

people may help them to feel a sense of belonging.   

Conclusion  

Research from this systematic review suggests that a relationship exists over time between 

school belonging and aspects of mental health, from 6 months to longer term impacts which last 

into adulthood. In particular, school belonging has a long-term impact on mental health including 

depression and anxiety, and evidence is emerging to suggest that it may impact life satisfaction. In 

contrast, self-esteem has a positive impact on school belonging and should therefore considered as 

a potential avenue for intervention alongside whole school approaches and possible interventions 

targeting specific groups. Overall, the research highlights the importance of attending to school 

belonging and mental wellbeing in adolescents and the important context of school.  
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 Chapter 3 – The association between school belonging and wellbeing in looked after 

adolescents  

3.1 Introduction  

From the early work of Adler (1930s-1970s) and through the development of theories on 

attachment and human needs (Bowlby, 1969; Maslow, 1965), the role of relationships has been 

highlighted as crucial for motivation, development, and positive outcomes. Adler’s ‘social feeling’ 

relates to an evolutionary drive to work with others in a collaborative way and to contribute socially. 

Adler proposed that people strive to feel part of the community and to feel a sense of belonging 

(Ferguson, 1989). Further works by Bowlby and Maslow around the mid-20th century cemented the 

idea of relationships as a fundamental human need throughout our lives. Bowlby’s work brought to 

light our need to form and maintain close bonds with others from birth, in particular our primary 

caregiver. Bowlby (1969) presented the idea that our early relationships impact our feelings of 

security and how we interact with the world around us and form new relationships, not just in the 

current moment, but later in our lives. Whilst Bowlby’s work focussed largely on the mother as the 

key attachment figure, his work has been expanded with the understanding that children can form 

close bonds with more than one caregiver, and that new bonds can form with caregivers later in 

childhood (e.g., foster carers) who are provide good quality and consistent care (Holmes, 2014). A 

drive to fulfil social needs is also present within Maslow’s work, which highlights social connection as 

a fundamental need after our basic physiological and safety needs have been met and maintained 

(Maslow, 1943). For children this drive is to connect with adults and caregivers through questioning 

or attention seeking, however, during adolescence this moves more towards building relationships 

and becoming more sociable with peers, looking for accepting peer groups to affiliate with (Poston, 

2009). A final example of the importance of relationships comes from self-determination theory 

which includes competence, relatedness, and autonomy as key for motivation and success (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). Highlighting the importance of our interactions with our environment, this theory 
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suggests that the three areas leading to self-determination will have impacts on adaptive outcomes 

including functioning, growth, personal development, and wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Vallerand 

et al., 2008).   

School Belonging  

From these earlier theories highlighting the importance of relationships Baumeister and 

Leary (1995) proposed their belonging hypothesis, which states that humans have an inherent drive 

to form and maintain positive relationships with others. Belonging is considered one of our 

fundamental needs, driving our behaviour and impacting on our cognitions and emotions, with 

negative consequences if the need is not met (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Whilst belonging is 

thought to exist across all contexts, a specific construct of ‘school belonging’ has been formed due to 

the importance of the school context for supporting young people to feel connected, especially 

throughout adolescence (Blum, 2005). Whilst the term ‘school belonging’ will be used throughout 

this research paper it is important to acknolwedge that there are a myriad of measurement tools 

and defnitions which exist to define the construct (Libbey, 2007). Related terms include school 

attachment, bonding, connectedness, engagement, identification, membership, and climate (Allen, 

2019; Libbey, 2004; St-Amand et al., 2017), however there is little consistency between researchers. 

Goodenow and Grady (1993) provide the most frequently used definition for school belonging, “the 

extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others in 

the school social environment” (p. 60-61). This relates to two aspects of the school context which 

have been included consistently in attempts to define belonging. The first is personal relationships 

with teacher and peers, feeling ‘known’ as an individual, supported, accepted, and respected for 

who you are (Allen, 2019; Libbey, 2004). The second aspect relates to feelings of engagement and 

acceptance in the wider school community, including feeling engaged with academics and school 

experiences, feeling safe and supported with any need, and having student voice (Allen & Kern, 

2019; Allen et al., 2021; Libbey, 2004). School belonging is considered a subjective feeling and not 
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something that can be observed within the classroom environment (Goodenow, 1993b), however 

this does not diminish its potential importance.  

Importance of School Belonging  

Adolescence is a time when young people experience emotional and cognitive changes, 

increased self-awareness, reduced supervision from adults and a drive for more autonomy, and 

increased complexity and possible intimacy of peer relationships (Engels et al., 2022; Goodenow, 

1993b; Yurgelun-Todd, 2007). It is important to explore factors which support the development of 

adolescents and which are associated with positive outcomes. School belonging has been considered 

one such factor (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009). Feelings of belonging towards 

school support young people to succeed across a range of academic and health outcomes and 

reduce the likelihood of uncharacteristic behaviour and negative outcomes resulting from low 

belonging (Allen et al., 2021; Blum, 2005; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009). School 

belonging has been associated with outcomes across mathematics and literacy and promotes 

academic engagement more generally (Goodenow, 1993b; Peña-López, 2019; Phan, 2013). It is also 

negatively correlated with behaviour which is considered problematic, including over time (Loukas et 

al., 2010; Simons-Morton, 1999).  

Belonging could be particularly important for supporting the mental wellbeing outcomes of 

adolescence. Wellbeing can encompass physical health, internal resources, social relationships, and 

economic markers (Mental Health Foundation, 2015) however, it is often measured through 

subjective wellbeing and mental health instruments. As depicted in Figure 2 measuring mental 

wellbeing can include subjective wellbeing measures of life satisfaction, self-esteem, and positive 

and negative affect (Diener et al., 2009; Keyes, 2006; Larsen, 2009; Rojas, 2007; Veenhoven, 2012), 

and measures of mental health in relation to psychopathology, often guided by set criteria (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000).  
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Figure 2 Defining and Measuring Mental Wellbeing 

 

Mental wellbeing is an area of concern for young people as around 14% of young people 

worldwide experience a mental health difficulty between the ages of 10 and 19 (World Health 

Organization, 2021) and suicide is one of the top causes of death for young people aged 15-19 

(UNICEF, 2021). These difficulties not only impact during adolescence but have long term impacts 

into adulthood if not adequately addressed (European Joint Action on Mental Health and Wellbeing, 

2013–2016; UNICEF, 2021; World Health Organization, 2021). School is considered an important 

setting for the promotion of good mental wellbeing and school belonging a key factor in reducing or 

adding to the risk of mental health difficulties (Allen & Kern, 2019). Higher school belonging is 

associated with increased positive affect, higher life satisfaction, higher self-esteem, and fewer 

symptoms of depression and anxiety (Arslan et al., 2020; Daley, 2019; McMahon et al., 2004; 

O’Brien, 2015; Shochet et al., 2006; Vera et al., 2021; Vaz et al., 2014; Washburn, 2009).  

Bullying vicitimation is an additional risk factor for mental health difficulties, with those who 

are victims of bullying reporting more diffciultyon measures of psychological functioning, lower 

mental wellbeing and self-esteem, and higher scores of anxiety and depression (Chang et al., 2013; 

Ringdal et al., 2020; Rothon et al., 2011; Skrzypiec et al., 2012). Bullying victimisation and school 

belonging have shown a negative relationship, with school belonging accounting for variation in 

victimisation, belonging acting as a potential buffer against negative outcomes associated with 

bullying, and school belonging being impacted by types of bullying (Goldweber et al., 2013; Li et al., 

2020; O'Brennan & Furlong, 2010).  
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Despite the importance of a sense of belonging and feeling known and valued by one’s 

school setting (Goodenow & Grady, 1993) the number of young people reporting they feel they 

belong at school is as low as 38% in some European countries (Peña-López, 2019), demonstrating 

that there is a sizeable amount of young people who may need support in this area.  

Whilst belonging is important across different demographic groups (Wingspread, 2004) it 

may be especially important for vulnerable pupils and those from disadvantaged backgrounds (Peña-

López, 2019; Sanders & Munford, 2016). Schools can play an important role in the experiences of 

vulnerable young people, who can often report that they do not feel they ‘fit in’ or that they feel 

different from other students (Sanders & Munford, 2016). Sanders and Munford (2016) found that 

young people with difficult home lives did not always feel understood by people at school and could 

feel alienated, therefore losing motivation and feeling depressed and disengaged. School is 

considered the second most important setting, after home (Allen & Kern, 2019) and can therefore 

provide a secure base and sense of belonging to support resilience in vulnerable young people who 

are experiencing difficulties at home (Gilligan, 2000). Relating back to the work of Bowlby and the 

need for safe relationships and a secure base, Gilligan (2000) acknowledges that although it may not 

be the most ideal situation, school can provide opportunities to build key relationships when early, 

strong attachments have not been formed at home. School can provide a place of structure and 

security, provide supportive relationships and networks, and provide opportunities for success 

(Gilligan, 2000).  

Looked after children  

Whilst research has shown long term associations between school belonging and mental 

health outcomes for young people who have experienced early adversity (Gunnarsdóttir et al., 2021; 

Markowitz, 2017), looked after children, as a particularly vulnerable group, are not represented 

within the contemporaneous or long-term research on school belonging. Research by Gunnarsdóttir 

et al. (2021) and Markowitz (2017) focussed on young people in Sweden and the USA who have 
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experienced adversities such as parental loss, unemployment or illness, or exposure to substance 

misuse, maltreatment, or violence. Whilst the sample sizes were large, looked after children were 

not specifically included and the impact of school belonging was measured using shortened 

measures, with depression as the only wellbeing outcome included. Considering the potential 

importance of the school setting for vulnerable young people, a sense of belonging at school for 

looked after children is an important avenue for exploration.    

Children and young people up to the age of 18 are defined as ‘looked after’ if they have been 

in the care of the local authority for more than 24 hours, or if they are subject to a care or placement 

order (Children Act, 1989). In 2021 there were 80,850 looked after children in the UK including 2780 

adopted and 4070 unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (Department for Education, 2021a) 

Whilst this represents a 1% increase from the previous year, the numbers of looked after children in 

the UK have been increasing year on year since 2010 (NSPCC, 2019). These young people are 

considered a particularly vulnerable group with 56% having a special educational need compared to 

15% of all children, most commonly relating to social, emotional, and mental health needs 

(Department for Education [DfE], 2021b). Looked after young people mostly report that they enjoy 

school (Social exclusion unit, 2003), however they are likely to experience additional barriers to their 

education including regular school moves, time without a school placement, and an increased 

number of fixed term exclusions (Maclean & Gunion, 2003; Social exclusion unit, 2003).  

Although being in care is a risk factor for negative long term outcomes (Jones et al., 2011), 

this may not be predictive of itself and young people are likely to have experienced other influential 

risk factors such as previous poor school attendance, family breakdown, maltreatment, or low socio-

economic status before coming into care (Berridge, 2007; Maclean & Gunion, 2003). These factors 

contribute to lower academic achievement for young people across all ages (Department for 

Education, 2021b; Department for Education and Skills, 2005; Social Exclusion Unit, 2003) and long-
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term risks of negative outcomes such as rough-sleeping, teenage pregnancy, and fewer 

opportunities for education and employment (Rubin et al, 2007; Social Exclusion Unit, 2003).  

Although there is diversity within the population there are also concerns for higher mental 

health difficulties for looked after children, with risk factors before coming into care contributing to 

the likelihood of around half meeting the criteria for a psychiatric disorder (Ford et al., 2007; Luke et 

al., 2018). In addition, early neglect and maltreatment which young people may have experienced 

can have long-term effects on mental wellbeing (McCrory & Viding, 2015). Placement stability and 

type of placement have been shown to impact on the possibility of negative outcomes, with 

placement moves likely to cause increased stress and to impact on young people’s self-perception 

(O’Sullivan & Westerman, 2007), and foster care placements seeing lower rates of adverse outcomes 

compared to residential settings (Meltzer et al., 2003). Although foster placements show more 

promising outcomes than residential settings, carers and teachers report that young people recently 

placed in foster care experience significantly more aggressive behaviours and externalising problems 

than the general population of young people (Fernandez, 2008). Looked after children can also 

experience increased diffciulties with friendships and peer relationships, which are associated with 

negative behaviour and increased mental health problems (Anderton, 2009).  

McCrory and Viding (2015) highlight the importance of preventative approaches for young 

people who have experienced adversity, focussing on intervening before mental health difficulties 

present rather than responding to difficulties that arise. As school belonging is related to positive 

outcomes across domains and school support can be protective of negative mental health outcomes 

for vulnerable young people (Yule et al., 2019), school belonging may provide one such avenue for 

promotion of positive mental wellbeing.  
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The Current Study  

Belonging is a fundamental need and feelings of belonging at school can have positive 

outcomes across a range of variables including academic, behavioural, and mental health. As a 

population with a high number of risk factors, looked after children are a vulnerable population who 

could benefit from preventative efforts to support positive outcomes and resilience. Research into 

this population has largely focussed on the home care setting as supportive of positive outcomes 

and wellbeing (Luke et al., 2018) with close bonds, a sense of belonging at home, and stability in 

placement as key factors for positive outcomes (Briggs, 2018; Department of Health and Social Care 

and Department for Education, 2017; Jones et al., 2011). However Gilligan (1997) highlights the 

importance of focussing on the broader context of young people’s lives including school experiences, 

friendships, and hobbies. School is an important place for looked after children, with young people 

feeling isolated or unhappy at school experiencing consequences within their placement and within 

academic and social outcomes (Jackson & Höjer, 2013).  

The importance of school belonging has not yet been researched for the specific population 

that is looked after children, however, related research suggests it may be an important avenue for 

exploration. The current study aims to fill this gap within the research field and explore school 

belonging and related mental wellbeing outcomes for looked after children. Within the current study 

the inclusion of friendships and bullying will allow for more detailed analysis of how the experiences 

of looked after children differ from those who have not experienced care, and how school belonging, 

bullying, and peer support, relate to mental wellbeing outcomes.   

Hypotheses   

Based on previous research the following hypotheses were formed: 

Hypothesis 1: Looked after young people will report lower school belonging than non-looked 

after young people. 
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Hypothesis 2: Looked after young people will report lower scores on positive indicators of 

wellbeing (life satisfaction, self-esteem, positive affect, friendship quality) and higher scores 

on negative indicators of wellbeing (bullying experiences, negative affect, mental health 

problems). 

Hypothesis 3: Across both groups school belonging will be positively associated with positive 

indicators of wellbeing and negatively with negative indicators of wellbeing. 

Hypothesis 4: Care status will moderate the relationship between school belonging and 

wellbeing. 

Hypothesis 5: Bullying vicitimation will be associated with lower school belonging for both 

groups.  

Hypothesis 6: Peers, student-teacher relationships, and general school atmosphere will help 

young people to feel a sense of school belonging (qualitative data).  

3.2 Method  

Participants  

Following recruitment through three virtual schools, one secondary school, and a post-16 

setting, 64 participants aged 10-19 (𝑀𝑀 = 14.58,𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 = 2.14) took part in the study. Participants 

included 18 young people who live in care and 46 young people who have not experienced care, 

recruited to allow for matched analysis. The final sample included 17 young people who reported 

living in care and who had provided the appropriate consent. A matched sample of 17 young people 

who had not experienced care were included in the final sample, matched as closely as possible, first 

on age, followed by gender and ethnic group. The final sample consisted of 34 young people aged 

11-17 (𝑀𝑀 = 14.12,𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 = 2.01), of which, 21 identified as male (61.8%), 10 as female (29.4%), and 

three from the sample of looked after young people identified as non-binary or another gender 
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identification (8.8%). Further information on sample characteristics can be found in Table 3. 

Throughout analysis participants will be referred to as ‘LA’, consisting of young people who are 

looked after, and ‘NLA’, consisting of the matched sample.  

Table 3 Sample characteristics 

      Total       LA       NLA 
 N % N % N % 
Male 21 61.8% 11 32.4% 10 29.4% 
Female 10 29.4% 3 8.8% 7 20.6% 
Non-binary or Other 3 8.8% 3 8.8% - - 
Prefer not to say - - - - - - 
       
White English 23 67.7% 11 32.4% 12 35.3% 
White Irish - - - - - - 
White Gypsy or Irish 
Traveller 

1 2.9% 1 2.9% - - 

White or Black 
Caribbean  

2  1 2.9% 1 2.9% 

White and Asian 1 2.9% - - 1 2.9% 
Other Mixed or 
Multiple ethnicity 

2 5.8% 1 2.9% 1 2.9% 

Indian 1 2.9% 1 2.9% - - 
Pakistan - - - - - - 
Bangladesh  1 2.9% - - 1 2.9% 
Caribbean  1 2.9% 1 2.9% - - 
Other Black, African, or 
Caribbean  

1 2.9% - - 1 2.9% 

Prefer not to say 1 2.9% 1 2.9% - - 

  

Procedure  

Research was carried out using an online survey on the platform Qualtrics (2022) which 

gathered information on participants’ age, gender, ethnicity, and who they lived with. In order to 

engage participants in the planning stages of the study, the researcher attended one virtual meeting 

with looked after children, arranged by a Virtual School Engagement Officer. Within the meeting 

young people had the opportunity to share their opinions on the research aims and the type of 
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questions they would like to be asked. Following feedback from the session, questions about 

placement, looked after status, and early experiences including adversity or maltreatment were not 

included.  

The survey included a series of quantitative measures and one qualitative question, ‘Please 

list up to three things which help you feel like you belong at school’. Following ethical approval from 

The University of Southampton ethics committee, Virtual School head teachers were contacted to 

act as gatekeepers and provided with information on how to gain consent for young people. Study 

adverts were provided to the Virtual Schools for use on social media and within newsletters and 

other communications. The researcher attended one virtual youth group run by a Virtual School, to 

inform young people about the study and how to get involved. Due to the anonymity of the research 

the researcher had no further direct contact with young people interested in taking part and 

information about how to take part in the online survey was shared by the Virtual School 

gatekeeper. Participants who chose to take part liaised with staff at the virtual school, who obtained 

consent from the relevant adult (e.g., parents or legal guardians). Consent and assent were 

confirmed at the beginning of the survey. Following an initial wave of recruitment of looked after 

children, secondary school and post-16 settings were contacted. School gatekeepers recruited 

participants through opt-out consent forms and information sheets sent home for young people and 

their parents. Opt-out consent was deemed appropriate for participants recruited from school 

settings due to the limited risk inherent in taking part in the study, and a requirement for young 

people to provide assent at the start of the online survey. Online questionnaires were distributed by 

school staff and confirmation of consent was given at the start of the survey. Participants over the 

age of 16 were able to provide consent for themselves. Participants could complete the survey in 

any setting. All participants were sent a £10 voucher if they chose to leave an email address on a 

separate survey link.   
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Measures 

School belonging 

To assess school belonging, the Psychological Sense of School Membership scale was used 

(PSSM; Goodenow, 1993a). It consists of 18 items measuring school belonging. Items including 

‘people at this school are friendly to me’ and ‘I can really be myself at school’ are rated on a 5-point 

scale from 1 – not at all true, to 5 – completely true, with five negatively worded items. The PSSM 

has shown good construct validity and internal consistency (Goodenow, 1993b). Cronbach’s alpha 

within the current study was .91.  

Mental health 

To assess mental health, the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 

1997) was used. It is a 25-item measure which is made up of five subscales: emotional symptoms, 

peer problems, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and prosocial activities. The overall score for the 

SDQ is calculated using 20 items, with the prosocial subscale scored separately using the remaining 

five items. All items are rated on a 3-point scale from Not true to Certainly true. Scores can also be 

calculated for externalising behaviour by combining the conduct and hyperactivity subscale, and for 

internalising problems by combining the emotional and peer subscales. Within the current study the 

child self-report version of the SDQ was used as a measure of psychological functioning and 

wellbeing. Previous studies have reported internal reliability scores between .74 and .85, and 

acceptable convergent validity (Shochet et al., 2006; Van Roy et al. 2008). The current study found a 

Cronbach’s alpha for the total SDQ of .68. Cronbach’s alpha for the externalising subscale was .72 

and was .69 for the prosocial subscale. Cronbach’s alpha for the internalising subscale was low at .57 

and could not be raised above .7 with the deletion of individual items. Although contained within 

results tables, the internalising subscale will not be taken into account when considering 

relationships between variables.   
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Self-Esteem  

Self- esteem was assessed with the Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem scale which includes 10 

items answered using a 4-point Likert scale which runs from strongly agree to strongly disagree. For 

the current study item scores for five items such as ‘I feel that I have a number of good qualities’ and 

‘I take a positive attitude towards myself’ were reverse scored during analysis so that a higher score 

was indicative of higher self-esteem. In previous research the Rosenberg self-esteem scale has 

shown good convergent validity, adequate discriminant validity (Sinclair et al., 2010), and high 

internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha .85-.91; Washburn, 2009; Perry & Lavins-Merillat, 2018) with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .92 for the current study.  

Peer Relationships  

The Patient-Reported Outcomes Measurement Information System (PROMIS) peer 

relationships short form (DeWalt et al., 2013) was used to assess peer relationship quality. It is an 

eight item self-report measure where young people indicate the extent they have felt that each 

statement has applied to them over the last seven days. Responses are given on a five-point Likert 

scale which ranges from 1 – Never, to 5 - Almost Always.  Items include statements such as ‘In the 

past 7 days… I was able to count on my friends’ and ‘…Other kids wanted to be with me’. Cronbach’s 

alpha for the current study was .89.  

Positive and Negative Affect  

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) (Watson et al., 1988) is a 20 items 

measure made up of two subscales for positive and negative affect, each measured by 10 items. On 

a 5-point Likert scale from ‘very slightly or not at all’ to ‘Extremely’ respondents mark how they 

generally feel in response to words such as ‘Interested’, ‘Upset’, and ‘Proud’. The two scales have 

demonstrated good convergent and concurrent validity and high internal consistency (.84-.90) and 
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test-retest reliability (.79-.81) (Watson et al., 1988). The Cronbach’s alpha for the current study 

was .85 for positive affect and .84 for negative affect.   

Satisfaction With Life  

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) consists of five items rated on a 7-point 

scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The scale has been adapted for children to include 

five items with similar language, rated on a 5- point scale from ‘disagree a lot’ to ‘agree a lot’ 

(Gadermann et al., 2012). Examples of the adapted wording include changing the statement ‘in most 

ways my life is close to my ideal’ to ‘in most ways my life is close to the way I would want it to be’, 

and changing ‘I am satisfied with my life’ to ‘I am happy with my life’. Whilst the original scale has 

demonstrated good validity and reliability (Diener et al., 1985) the adapted version has also shown 

to have good psychometric properties including high internal consistency (.86) and convergent and 

discriminant validity (Gadermann et al., 2012). Cronbach’s alpha for the current study was .72.  

 

Bullying victimisation 

The Olweus (1996) questionnaire was used to assess bullying victimisation. It is made up of 

two parts which ask young people to report on their experiences of being bullied, and their bullying 

of others. The measure includes 39 items exploring the frequency, longevity, location, and type of 

bullying, and the response from adults, and has shown good reliability across the two subscales 

(Cronbach’s alpha .85-.87) (Gaete et al., 2021). For the current study 13 items were used to explore 

participants’ experiences of being bullied. This included ten subscale items exploring the frequency 

of each type of bullying, for example ‘I was threatened or forced to do things I didn’t want to do’. In 

addition, three items measured frequency and longevity of bullying, and who it was carried out by, 

for example ‘How often have you been bullied at school in the past couple of months?’. This 

question on frequency of bullying, and the ten subscale items on type of bullying were rated on a 5-
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point scale with the following options: it hasn’t happened to me in the past couple of months, only 

once or twice, 2 or 3 times a month, about once a week, and several times a week. The question ‘By 

how many students have you usually been bullied?’ was rated on a 6-point scale from I haven’t been 

bullied in the past couple of months to by several different students or groups of students. ‘How long 

has the bullying lasted?’ was rated on a 6-point scale from I haven’t been bullied… to it has gone on 

for several years.  Cronbach’s alpha for the 10-item scale included within the current study was .83.  

Statistical Procedure  

SPSS statistics 26 was used for analysis of data. Shapiro-Wilk normality testing highlighted 

that total scale scores for at least one of the groups on the prosocial subscale, externalising subscale, 

PROMIS, and bullying did not meet assumptions for normality. Three of these scales also 

demonstrated high skew or kurtosis for at least one of the subgroups. Following the identification of 

outliers in the externalising and PROMIS subgroups these were adjusted using Windsorizing. 

Following this, normality assumptions were still not met.  

To test hypotheses 1 and 2, t-or Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted depending on 

whether or not assumptions for normality were met.  

To test hypothesis 3, Spearman’s correlations were used to analyse the associations 

between school belonging and wellbeing indicators, across all participants and each subgroup.  

Based on the results from group comparisons and correlational analyses, potential 

moderators were selected to test hypothesis 4. Moderation analyses with bootstrapped confidence 

intervals (5000 bootstraps) were carried out using SPSS PROCESS (Hayes, 2022).  

Means and standard deviations for each gender group can be seen in Table 4. Comparison of 

group means between males and females revealed no significant differences between groups on any 

measure. Groups were matched as closely as possible on gender, however, due to the available 
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sample not all participants could be matched. Three LA participants reported their gender as non-

binary or a gender other than male or female and within the NLA group only male and female 

genders were reported. Due to the small sample comparison between non-binary/other participants 

and male/female participants was not carried out. Group means indicated that those who reported 

their gender as non-binary or other had lower mean scores on school belonging and peer relations, 

and higher mean scores on the SDQ and bullying.  

Table 4 Means and Standard Deviations by Gender 

              Male           Female             Other 
 Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Belonging 68.143 13.078 61.5 12.002 55.333 15.503 
Prosocial 7.421 2.090 6.800 1.549 7.333 2.309 
SDQ 12.895 4.642 14.3 4.296 16.667 8.021 
Internalising  5.158 2.774 6.8 2.53 9 4 
Externalising 7.737 3.724 7.5 2.838 7.667 4.041 
LS  17.143 3.877 17.4 4.502 18.333 3.215 
PosAff 32.842 6.526 29.3 8.858 25.333 7.095 
NegAff 18.579 5.541 22.7 9.65 18.333 6.423 
PROMIS 30.529 4.977 31.1 5.043 23.333 3.215 
SE 28.94 5.367 25.8 6.795 23.67 10.263 
Bullying 3.235 4.309 5.7 7.79 10 4.359 

Note. LS = Life satisfaction, PosAff = Positive affect, NegAff = Negative affect.  

3.3 Results  

Descriptive statistics and overall intercorrelations  

Means, medians, and standard deviations for each measure, split by group, can be seen in 

Table 5. Due to incomplete responses from two LA young people only the measures of school 

belonging and life satisfaction were completed by all participants. Where a measure was not 

complete, scores from the matched participants were removed on the same measure. The total 

number of responses included for each measure can be seen in Table 5. Scores on school belonging 
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and life satisfaction from those who left the survey fell within one standard deviation of the mean 

for LA young people.  

Table 5 Means, Medians, and Standard Deviations by Group 

 Group N Median Mean SD 
Belonging LA 17 63 63.82 12.29 

NLA 17 67 66.29 14.45 
Prosocial LA 16 8.5 7.63 2.13 

NLA 16 7 6.81 1.64 
Internalising LA 16 6 6.13 3.69 

NLA 16 5.5 5.94 2.17 
Total SDQ LA 16 14.5 13.44 5.59 

NLA 16 13.5 13.94 4.12 
Externalising LA 16 7 7.31 2.50 

NLA 16 6 8.00 4.15 
Life satisfaction LA 17 16 16.12 4.50 

NLA 17 18 18.53 2.90 
Positive affect LA 16 32 30.19 7.54 

NLA 16 30 31.88 7.69 
Negative affect LA 16 18 18.81 6.02 

NLA 16 20 20.88 8.22 
PROMIS LA 15 28 27.73 4.62 

NLA 15 32 32.80 5.23 
Self-esteem LA 15 22 27.74 7.60 

NLA 15 24 27.00 5.22 
Bullying LA 15 5 7.00 7.12 

NLA 15 2 2.47 3.25 

Hypothesis 1: Looked after young people will report lower school belonging than non-looked after 

young people. 

As assumptions of normality were met, an independent samples t-test was carried out to 

examine differences between groups on school belonging. No significant difference was found 

between LA and NLA young people on school belonging scores, 𝑒𝑒(32) =  −.537,𝑝𝑝 =  .595.  
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Hypothesis 2: Looked after young people will report lower scores on positive indicators of 

wellbeing (life satisfaction, self-esteem, positive affect, friendship quality) and higher scores on 

negative indicators of wellbeing (bullying experiences, negative affect, mental health problems). 

No significant difference was found between LA and NLA young people for the prosocial 

subscale, externalising subscale, or bullying. Mann-Whitney U analysis, included in Table 6, indicated 

that scores on peer relationships were higher for NLA (Mdn = 32) than LA (Mdn = 28), 𝑈𝑈 =

175.5,𝑝𝑝 = .008, with a medium to large effect size (𝑟𝑟 = .479).  

Table 6 Mann Whitney U Analysis of Group Differences 

 Mann-
Whitney U 

Standard 
error 

Standardized 
test statistic  

p-value  Effect size 
(r) 

Prosocial  95.500 26.200 -1.240 .224 -.219 
Externalising  126.500 26.313 -.057 .956 -.01 
Peer 175.5 23.999 2.625 .008 .479 
Bullying 82.500 23.695 -1.266 .217 -.231 

An independent samples t-test was carried out on measures which met assumptions for 

normality. No significant differences were found between group scores on any of the remaining 

measures, as seen in Table 7. It should be pointed out that, while not significant, the group 

difference for life satisfaction showed a medium effect size of -.637 (NLA: 𝑀𝑀 = 18.53, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 = 2.9; LA: 

𝑀𝑀 = 16.12, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 = 4.5).  

Table 7 T-test Analysis of Group Differences 

 t df p-value Cohen’s d 
Belonging  -.537 32 .595 -.184 
SDQ -.288 30 .775 .062 
Internalising  .175 30 .862 -.102 
Life satisfaction -1.859 32 .072 -.637 
Positive affect -.627 30 .536 -.222 
Negative affect -.809 30 .425 -.286 
Self-esteem -.308 28 .760 -.112 

In analysing the number of participants in each group who meet the cut off scores for the 

SDQ, showing slightly raised (15-17), high (18-19), or very high scores (20-40; EHCAP, 2014), Chi-
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squared analysis demonstrated no significant differences between groups, 𝑋𝑋2(1, 32) = 0.476,𝑝𝑝 >

 .05. Four young people in the NLA group were categorised as having slightly raised scores, and two 

had high or very high scores. Within the LA group, six young people had slightly raised scores, and 

two had very high scores.  

Hypothesis 3: Across both groups school belonging will be positively associated with positive 

indicators of wellbeing and negatively with negative indicators of wellbeing. 

Bivariate (Spearman’s) correlations for the whole sample can be seen in Table 8 and 

demonstrate that belonging significantly correlates with the SDQ, SDQ prosocial subscale, positive 

and negative affect, self-esteem, and bullying in the expected direction. While not reaching 

significance, school belonging correlated to life satisfaction and peer relationships with a medium 

effect size.  

Table 8 Whole Sample Spearman’s Correlations 

 Belonging Prosocial SDQ Int Ext LS PosA NegA Peer SE Bull 
Belonging  -           
Prosocial .572** -          
Total SDQ -.558** -.353* -         
Int -.606** -.079 .663** -        
Ext -.258 -.363* .823** .214 -       
LS .319 .412* -.236 -.077 -.332 -      
PosAff .381* .279 -.419* -.229 -.361* .506** -     
NegAff -.389* -.205 .565** .666** .345 -.175 -.175 -    
Peer .342 .108 .007 -.169 .143 .196 .356 .067 -   
SE .525** .401* -.459* -.505** -.302 .425* .621** -.565** .379* -  
Bullying -.489** -.027 .419* .572** .156 .054 -.017 .328 -.300 .122 - 

Note. Prosocial = SDQ prosocial subscale, Int = SDQ internalising subscale, Ext = SDQ externalising 

subscale, LS = life satisfaction, PosAff/PosA = positive affect, NegAff/NegA = negative affect, Peer = 

peer relationships (PROMIS), SE = self-esteem. Significance levels: ** p < .001, * p < .05. 

Following analysis of group differences, intercorrelations were carried out for each 

subgroup, as seen in Table 9. Significant correlations remained for both groups on the total SDQ and 

prosocial subscale. Results for both groups showed medium effect size for the relationship between 

school belonging and negative affect, positive affect, and peer relationships. There was a medium to 
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large effect size for the relationships between school belonging and self-esteem for LA young people 

(𝑟𝑟 = .449) with this relationship reaching significance for NLA (𝑟𝑟 = .638,𝑝𝑝 < .05).  

Table 9 Spearman’s Correlations by Subgroup 

 Bel Peer Bullying Prosocial SDQ Int Ext LS PosA NegA SE 
Belonging - .373 -.608* .620* -.617* -.640** -.509* -.002 .355 -.431 .449 
Peer .395 - -.341 .347 -.115 -.061 -.109 .094 .522* -.070 .561* 
Bullying -.271 .178 - -.209 .491 .423 .428 .052 -.373 .349 -.337 
Prosocial .616* .247 -.078 - -.287 -.197 -.432 .497* .226 -.202 .444 
Total SDQ -.530* -.031 .164 -.527* - .910** .871** -.269 -.452 .832** -.494 
Int -.614* -.278 .472 -.123 .302 - .642** -.038 -.301 .713** -.362 
Ext -.115 .329 -.138 -.364 .804** -.197 - -.549* -.535* .752** -.553* 
LS  .621** .203 -.108 .498* -.226 -.110 -.085 - .508* -.172 .408 
PosAff .360 .358 .290 .166 -.285 .000 -.179 .486 - -.244 .718** 
NegAff -.396 .031 .204 -.266 .320 .636** .098 -.299 -.079 - -.445 
SE .638* .459 -.080 .266 -.362 -.708** -.012 .450 .471 -.684** - 

Note. Correlations for the LA group are above the diagonal and correlations for NLA below the 

diagonal. Prosocial = SDQ prosocial subscale, Int = SDQ internalising subscale, Ext = SDQ externalising 

subscale, LS = life satisfaction, PosAff/PosA = positive affect, NegAff/NegA = negative affect, Peer = 

peer relationships (PROMIS), SE = self-esteem. Significance levels: ** p < .001, * p < .05.  

During analysis for hypothesis one, groups significantly differed on peer relationships, 

however, a non-significant but similar relationship was found for both groups in the association 

between school belonging and peer relationships. Scores were placed on a scatter plot to provide a 

visual representation of the relationship for both groups (Figure 3). Results demonstrate that lower 

scores on peer relationships have the same impact on school belonging for LA young people as 

higher scores on peer relationships in the NLA group.  
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Figure 3 Scatterplot Representing the Relationship Between School Belonging and Peer relationship 
by Group 

 

Hypothesis 4: Care status will moderate the relationship between school belonging and wellbeing. 

Initial evidence from correlational analysis suggests two main differences between groups 

which warrant further exploration. The LA group demonstrate a relationship between school 

belonging and externalising symptoms (𝑟𝑟 = −.509,𝑝𝑝 < .05) which is not present for NLA (𝑟𝑟 =

−.115). In addition, a relationship between school belonging and life satisfaction was evident for 

NLA (𝑟𝑟 = .621,𝑝𝑝 < .05) but showed little to no relationship for LA (𝑟𝑟 = −.002). To further explore 

these potential differences, moderation analysis was conducted using PROCESS with bootstrapped 

confidence intervals (5000 bootstraps). Results can be seen in Table 10. Levene’s test indicated 

equal variances for both life satisfaction (𝐹𝐹 =  3.047,𝑝𝑝 =  .09) and the externalising subscale (𝐹𝐹 =

 3.245,𝑝𝑝 =  .08). The relationship between school belonging (independent variable) and 

externalising symptoms (dependent variable) was analysed with the moderator variable as looked 

after status. The overall model was not significant, 𝑅𝑅2 =  .161, 𝐹𝐹(3, 28) = 1.79,𝑝𝑝 = .173. A second 

moderation model investigated school belonging (independent variable) and life satisfaction 

(dependent variable) as moderated by looked after status, which was also not significant, 𝑅𝑅2= .198, 
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𝐹𝐹(3, 30)  =  2.46,𝑝𝑝 =  .082. Scatterplots seen in Figures 3 and 4 give an indication of the 

relationships between measures for both groups. 

Table 10 Moderation Analyses Between School Belonging and Externalising Symptoms and School 
Belonging and Life Satisfaction, Mediated by Looked After Status 

Moderation 1 – School belonging (IV), Looked after status (IVM), Externalising (DV) 
 B [BCI] SE B t p-value 
Constant 7.05 

[4.33, 9.41] 
1.28 4.806 .000 

Belonging -0.198 
[-0.40, 0.02] 

.107 -1.68 .104 

LA status  0.20 
[-1.49, 2.09] 

.924 .218 .829 

Interaction 0.08 
[-0.06, 0.22] 

.073 1.118 .273 

Moderation 2 – School belonging (IV), Looked after status (IVM), Life satisfaction (DV) 
 B [BCI] SE B t p-value 
Constant 13.99 

[9.67, 18.45] 
2.296 5.516 .000 

Belonging -.02 
[-0.51, 0.40] 

.226 -.081 .903 

LA status 2.21 
[-0.21, 4.61] 

1.261 1.609 .092 

Interaction 0.07 
[-0.15, 0.32] 

.117 .536 .494 

Note. Bootstrapped confidence intervals are contained in brackets [BCI]. IV = independent variable, 

IVM = independent variable moderator, DV = dependent variable.  
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Figure 4 Scatterplot Representing the Relationship Between School Belonging and Externalising 
Symptoms by Group 

 

Figure 5 Scatterplot Representing the Relationship Between School Belonging and Life Satisfaction by 
Group 

 

Hypothesis 5: Bullying vicitimation will be associated with lower school belonging for both groups  

Mann Whitney U analysis indicated no significant differences between groups on the 

bullying victimisation subscale (see Table 6). Frequency of bullying was analysed based on responses 

to the question ‘How often have you been bullied at school in the past couple of months?’, The 
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bullied (0) and those who responded that they had been bullied once or more (1). Chi-squared 

analysis showed that the frequency of being bullied did significantly differ by looked after status, 

with the LA group more likely than the NLA group to have been bullied, 𝑋𝑋2(1, 32) = 5.89,𝑝𝑝 <  .05. 

Within the LA group, ten young people reported being bullied, compared to four young people who 

reported being bullied in the NLA group. Descriptive results show that LA young people also 

reported being bullied by more people, and for longer periods of time, as seen in Table 11.  

Table 11 Descriptive Results on Bullying Victimisation 

By how many people have you usually been bullied? 
 1 2-3 4-9 9+ Different groups 
NLA 2 2 0 0 0 
LA 2 3 1 0 3 
How long has the bullying lasted? 
 1-2 weeks ~1 month ~6 months ~1 year Several years 
NLA 4 0 0 0 0 
LA 4 2 1 2 0 

When looking at correlations by group, a significant correlation was found for LA young 

people between school belonging and the bullying subscale (𝑟𝑟 = −.608,𝑝𝑝 < .05) with large effect 

size. The relationship between school belonging and bullying did not reach significance for the NLA 

group but did show a medium effect size (𝑟𝑟 = −.271). To further explore this a moderation analysis 

was conducted using PROCESS with bootstrapped confidence intervals (5000 bootstraps). The 

dependent variable for analysis was bullying victimisation, the independent variable was school 

belonging, and the moderator variable was looked after status. Levene’s test indicated unequal 

variances on bullying victimisation (𝐹𝐹 = 10.212,𝑝𝑝 < .05) so the moderation was adjusted for 

heteroscedasticity using Davidson-Mackinnon. The overall model was statistically significant 

(𝑅𝑅2= .474, F(3, 26) = 6.57, p = .002) and the interaction between school belonging and bullying 

victimisation reached significance, 𝛽𝛽 =  .347, 95% 𝐵𝐵𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 (0.2, 0.65),𝑝𝑝 =  .002. When young people 

are looked after, there is a significant negative relationship between school belonging and bullying, 

𝑏𝑏 = −0.369, 95% 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 [−0.545,−0.194], 𝑒𝑒 = −4.32,𝑝𝑝 < .001. When young people are not looked 
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after, there is a non-significant negative relationship between school belonging and bullying, 𝑏𝑏 −

0.022, 95% 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 [−0.135, 0.091], 𝑒𝑒 = −0.40,𝑝𝑝 = .09. Results can be seen in Table 12 and Figure 5.   

Table 12 Moderation Analyses Between School Belonging and Bullying Victimisation, Mediated by 
Looked After Status 

Moderation 3 – School belonging (IV), Looked after status (IVM), Bullying victimisation (DV) 
 B [BCI] SE(HC) B t p 
Constant 11.51 

[5.97, 18.1] 
3.048 3.776 .001 

Belonging -0.72 
[-1.3, -0.48] 

.18 -3.990 .001 

LA status -4.52 
[-7.99, -1.22] 

1.714 -2.637 .014 

Interaction 0.35 
[0.2, 0.65] 

.102 3.419 .002 

Note. Bootstrapped confidence intervals are contained in brackets [BCI]. IV = independent variable, 

IVM = independent variable moderator, DV = dependent variable.  

Figure 6 Scatterplot Representing the Relationship Between School Belonging and Bullying 
Victimisation by Group 

 

Hypothesis 6: Peers, student-teacher relationships, and general school atmosphere will help young 

people to feel a sense of school belonging (qualitative data) 
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school’. Responses have been split into categories which can be seen in Table 13. The most common 

response across groups was related to friends. Fifteen participants wrote friends or friendships as 

their response with some participants expanding on this to include a best friend, a relationship 

partner, and a good group of friends. One LA participant wrote that ‘mates who say they are there 

for you’ is a key factor, and another NLA participant described their friends as ‘incredible’ and 

‘supportive’. Following on from friends, teachers and school staff were the next most common 

answer, from nine young people across the two groups. Whilst most responses were ‘teachers’, two 

LA young people also wrote about other school staff, including a mentor for looked after children. 

Nine young people left responses which related to personal factors including the kind of person that 

they are, their mindset, their achievements, and feeling appreciated and respected. The wider peer 

group and school community was included as important for eight young people across groups who 

left responses relating to good classmates or peers, a mix of people, a community, and being treated 

the same as others. Being involved in clubs and activities at school was also seen as supporting 

school belonging for eight young people. Communication was a key factor for five young people and 

four young people reported factors relating to the broader school context such as a welcoming 

atmosphere, education, and a good school day.  

Table 13 Qualitative Responses to the Prompt ‘Please list up to three things which help you to feel 
like you belong at school’ 

Category LA NLA LA responses NLA responses  
Friends 8 12 Friends (5). 

My best friend.  
A good friend group.  
My mates always saying they're there for 
me if I need help. 
Hanging out with people who like me. 
My boyfriend. 

Friends (10). 
Girlfriend.  
All of my incredible and 
supportive friends. 
Friendships. 

Teachers/staff 4 5 Nice teachers.  
Teachers being proud of me. 
My teachers understand if I’m struggling 
in class or if I have to leave class. 
Teacher. 
Kind staff. 
LAC mentor.  

Teachers (3). 
Good teacher.  
Some teachers I have.  
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Peer group/ 
wider school 
community  

4 3 Good classmates. 
More mix people. 
Treated the same as others and not single 
out.  
Peers. 

If there weren’t mean 
people. 
Community.  
People that smile at me 
while walking. 

Personal 
factors  

4 5 I try hard. 
I am kind and helpful. 
I am me. 
Be appreciated. 
More able to express yourself. 
Not being taken out of class for social 
services/foster care reasons. 

Getting a good school 
report. 
Getting rewarded for 
my good behaviour. 
Getting house points. 
Responsibility. 
Not being forced to do 
things you don’t want 
to do. 
Mindset.  
 

Clubs and 
activities 

5 3 Clubs. 
Take part in activities. 
Football team. 
After school clubs and practicals. 
Rugby. 
Dodgeball at lunch time.  
Being head boy. 

Doing sports for the 
school. 
Sport. 
Drama.  
Sports.  

Communication  2 3 Communicate with me. 
People going out of their way to talk to 
me.  

Praise. 
Communication.  
Encouragement.  
More communication 
with students, not just 
last minute. 

School factors  1 3 Welcoming atmosphere.  Education. 
GCSEs. 
A good school day. 

3.4 Discussion 

The need to form meaningful and positive relationships has been recognised across theories 

relating to human needs and motivation (Bowlby, 1969; Maslow, 1965; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The 

belonging hypothesis extended this to suggest that individuals have an inherent drive to form good 

quality, lasting relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In particular, a sense of belonging at school 

has been associated with a number of positive outcomes across education and health (Allen et al., 

2021; Goodenow, 1993b; Loukas et al., 2010). Considering the importance of school belonging, the 

additional risk factors which looked after young people might face, and the paucity of research with 

this sample, the study explored six hypotheses. Differences across groups were explored followed by 
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analysis of associations between school belonging, peer relationships, and mental wellbeing 

outcomes. Based on initial results, moderation analysis was used to further explore the relationship 

between school belonging and life satisfaction, externalising behaviour, and bullying victimisation. 

Finally, qualitative data allowed for the examination of factors which impact school belonging across 

both groups.  

Considering the study population as a whole, high school belonging was significantly 

negatively related to poor mental health outcomes including total SDQ scores and negative affect. 

School belonging was also positively related to measures of wellbeing including the SDQ prosocial 

subscale and positive affect. This is consistent with previous research which has suggested that high 

school belonging relates to increased positive affect and decreased negative affect (Vera et al., 

2021), and that high school belonging is related to fewer mental health difficulties (Vaz et al., 2014). 

Whilst the relationship between school belonging, positive affect, and negative affect did not reach 

significance when results were split by group, effect sizes suggest that belonging is related to these 

factors for both groups.  

When looking at the data by group, the relationship between school belonging and mental 

health outcomes remained for both groups, as measured by the total SDQ and prosocial subscales. 

The current study was not able to explore the direction of relationships due to its cross-sectional 

design; however, previous researchers suggest that school belonging has a long-term impact on 

overall mental health, including depression and anxiety (Shochet et al., 2006). There were observed 

differences between groups, with looked after children showing a strong negative relationship 

between school belonging and externalising symptoms, which was not present for young people 

who have not experienced care. Comparison of groups showed no significant differences on 

measures of school belonging or externalising symptoms despite previous research suggesting that 

looked after children or those with difficult home lives are at higher risk of psychiatric disorder and 

externalising problems (Goodman et al., 2004; Luke et al., 2018; Papachristou et al., 2020). 
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Moderation analysis to explore the relationship between school belonging and externalising scores 

revealed that looked after status does not significantly moderate the relationship between variables.  

Moderation analysis was also conducted for the relationship between school belonging and 

life satisfaction, moderated by looked after status. School belonging has previously been related to 

life satisfaction (Özkan & Evren, 2020) with a directional relationship suggested between 

adolescents’ school belonging and life satisfaction less than one year later (Arslan et al., 2020). 

Within the current study differences between groups on life satisfaction scores showed a medium 

effect size, despite not reaching significance which was likely due to issues with power. Life 

satisfaction was also significantly related to belonging for young people who had not experienced 

care and showed no relationship for those in care. Despite these findings, the relationship between 

school belonging and life satisfaction was not found to be moderated by looked after status. Whilst 

subjective wellbeing for all young people is influenced by a range of factors including: relationships; 

home, school, and neighbourhood environments; and safety and choice (Rees et al., 2010), life 

experiences outside of school may be particularly influential for children in care. For looked after 

children placement stability and close bonds with caregivers can impact mental health outcomes 

(Briggs, 2018; Jones et al., 2011) however the influences on subjective wellbeing may be far more 

complex. Discussing impacts on their subjective wellbeing within focus groups, 140 looked after 

children shared factors important to them including relationships with social workers and carers, 

trusting relationships, feeling trusted, having choice in decisions, and being informed (Wood & 

Selwyn, 2017). Family and friends were of key importance, and this included having appropriate 

contact arrangements to see siblings and parents. Considering the additional adverse experiences 

young people in care may have faced (Berridge, 2007), and the factors which are influencing their 

overall wellbeing, this evidence might suggest an explanation for the differences seen in life 

satisfaction and its relation to school belonging between groups.  
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Another area where groups differed is in the relationship between bullying and school 

belonging, with these two variables relating significantly, with a medium effect size, for looked after 

young people. Looked after young people reported increased levels of bullying including higher 

frequency, longer duration, and by more people. This is contrary to previous findings from 50 looked 

after children which suggested bullying rates were around 30%, similar to national figures for all 

children (Rao & Simkiss, 2007). Whilst being looked after may not be a contributing factor to being 

bullied (Maclean & Gunion, 2003), 67% of looked after children within the current study had 

experienced bullying in the last few months, compared with 20% of the matched group. Moderation 

analysis revealed a significant interaction effect between school belonging and looked after status, 

with a strong relationship present for looked after young people between school belonging and 

bullying. This finding warrants particular attention as bullied young people can experience long term 

negative outcomes associated with behaviour, social relationships, and mental health (Arseneault, 

2017; Wolke et al., 2013). School belonging has been found to act as a mediator between bullying 

and mental health outcomes (Li et al., 2020) and therefore the interaction between school belonging 

and bullying is an important one, especially for vulnerable young people.  

Considering the qualitative results, friends were reported, most commonly, by both groups 

as helping young people to feel they belong at school. School staff and the wider school community 

were also highlighted as important, including access to clubs, an accepting peer group, and the 

school atmosphere. Consistent with the idea that a sense of belonging is a subjective feeling and not 

something objectively measurable (Goodenow, 1993b), several of the young people talked about 

characteristics that they themselves hold which help them feel they belong. This included being kind 

and helpful to others, being themselves, being successful, and being appreciated. Whilst most 

qualitative factors were of roughly equal importance to both groups, friends were mentioned less 

regularly by looked after children. This is reflective of the quantitative results as peer relationship 

scores were significantly lower for looked after children. Despite this, the relationship between peer 

relationships and belonging was similar for both groups, with a medium effect size. Peer 
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relationships are a key aspect across belonging definitions (Allen et al., 2021; Libbey, 2004) and 

looked after children can experience increased diffciulties with friendships and peer relationships 

(Anderton, 2009). However, promising findings from the current study suggest that looked after 

children can experience the same sense of school belonging as non-looked after young people, 

despite having worse quality peer relationships.  

In contrast, looked after children who experienced high levels of bullying reported lower 

school belonging scores, which was not the case for children who have not experienced care. Whilst 

the evidence is not directional, the impact of bullying and school belonging on one another appears 

far greater for looked after children. This might suggest that school belonging can protect against 

bullying but could also suggest that high school belonging does not just come from positive 

relationships with teachers and peers and an inclusive school environment (Goodenow, 1993b; 

Libbey, 2004), but also the absence of negative peer experiences. Whilst this is acknowledged 

somewhat in Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) belonging hypothesis, the focus on belonging has largely 

been on forming significant, positive and long-lasting relationships which are free from negative 

affect and does not always focus on aspects which could negatively impact belonging. School 

belonging has been shown to moderate the negative outcomes of bullying experiences (Arslan et al., 

2020), however, this buffering effect may not be present for looked after children if belonging is low 

when bullying is high.  

Strengths and limitations  

The small sample size within the current study limits the power of this research to estimate 

the true results for the whole population. However, this study facilitated inclusion of the experiences 

and views of looked after young people within research on school belonging, which was previously 

missing. Quantitative analysis is also rare within research with looked after young people as it can be 

difficult for researchers to recruit larger sample sizes, resulting in qualitative analysis being more 

common for this group (e.g., Sprecher et al., 2021; Stoddard et al., 2021). Young people and Virtual 
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Schools were engaged throughout the planning phase to ensure that the final survey was 

appropriate and asked young people questions which they were comfortable answering as well as 

giving them opportunities to share additional views, through the option to leave comments. Whilst 

this is a strength of the current study, additional information on maltreatment, adversity, length of 

time in care, or placement moves, was not sought which could have provided additional useful 

information.   

 The results also do not provide directional information on the relationship between 

variables, however, the results do fit with other evidence in this field. Whilst limited, the qualitative 

results also provide additional information on factors which are important for young people in 

feeling that they belong, providing them with additional voice. The self-report nature of the survey 

ensures that young people’s subjective views are considered, as opposed to the views of those 

working with them such as social workers or carers. Looked after children highly value peer 

relationships and belonging in shaping their identity whereas this is not always identified as 

important by social workers (McMurray et al., 2011), highlighting the importance of self-report.  

Participants within the study were matched as closely as possible, however, there were 

differences between groups in gender. Participants who reported their gender as non-binary or 

other were not appropriately matched due to all matched participants of the same age reporting 

their gender as male or female. This is likely to have impacted on the group means for looked after 

children as non-binary/other young people had lower mean scores than both male and female 

participants on school belonging and peer relationships, and higher scores on bullying and the SDQ. 

This is consistent with other research in which young people in the LGBTQ+ community experience 

higher levels of bullying and discrimination and worse mental health (Bower-Brown et al., 2021; 

Eisenberg et al., 2019; Fish, 2020), however the sample sizes did not allow for these findings to be 

explored any further within the current study.  
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Considering that young people in care are at higher risk of mental health difficulties (Ford et 

al., 2007; Luke et al., 2018) it was surprising to find no significant differences between groups on the 

SDQ scale or subscales, suggesting potential selection effects. Within the current study those who 

took part were also all in the care of foster carers. Although their placement stability is unknown, 

foster care placements are associated with increased positive outcomes compared with residential 

care settings (Maclean & Gunion, 2003; Meltzer et al., 2003). That this research was not able to 

include the voices of those within residential care or independent living arrangement means that 

there is still a gap within the research in understanding the experiences of looked after children’s 

school belonging.  

Future directions 

Considering the limitations of the current study discussed above, future research could focus 

on addressing these limitations and expanding the research to include young people who are looked 

after within residential or independent living settings. Following initial focus groups with looked 

after children, questions about their placements, home moves, or previous experiences were not 

included within the research. However, within future research this may be helpful to analyse the 

differences between individual experiences, school belonging, and mental wellbeing variables. This 

could be achieved through caregiver report in addition to self-report from young people. Additional 

research with an increased sample size would be beneficial to evaluate school belonging within the 

wider population. Alternatively, given that the experiences of looked after children are diverse and 

complex (Luke et al., 2018) more in-depth qualitative research would be useful to better understand 

the importance of school belonging for looked after children and to provide more detail on specific 

factors which help them to feel they belong at school.   



SCHOOL BELONGING AND MENTAL WELLBEING 87 

Implications for practice 

School belonging has been related to mental health outcomes across the research base, 

however currently schools report supporting those with special educational needs or existing mental 

health needs, over preventative efforts (Patalay et al., 2017). Despite schools being instrumental in 

providing early support to young people at risk of mental health difficulties (Department for 

Education, 2021b; Rose, 2021) full school policies and approaches are infrequent (Department for 

Education, 2018). 

With a research base growing in support of the positive associations between school 

belonging and outcomes in education and health, the current research adds to the evidence base 

that the promotion of good school belonging should be a focus within educational settings. 

Information on specific interventions to increase belonging is growing (Allen et al., 2021) but 

remains limited (Slaten et al., 2016). However, this should not diminish our aim to increase school 

belonging for young people, especially for vulnerable groups. In line with definitions of belonging 

and the qualitative results from the current study, education settings should focus on the following 

aspects.  

Friendships and peer relationships. This includes ensuring that young people experience 

positive interactions with peers and relationships that remain overtime, as consistent with the 

belonging hypothesis (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). For looked after children it should be considered 

that having supportive peer relationships sometimes can still lead to higher school belonging. To 

support peer relationships, schools can provide relationships education as part of a whole school 

curriculum and offer additional interventions targeting social skills, or providing peer support and 

mentoring (Anna Freud Centre, n.d.; DeLuca et al., 2018). Building social skills may be particularly 

important for young people in foster care to allow them to build and maintain high quality 

relationships (DeLuca et al., 2018).  
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Student relationships with teachers and school staff. This is considered an important aspect 

of belonging and includes teacher support, feeling cared about by staff, and being treated fairly by 

teachers (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009; Goodenow, 1993b; Resnick et al., 1997). 

Within the current study looked after children named teachers most highly, after friends, as 

supporting their school belonging, with ‘understanding’, ‘kind’ and ‘proud’ teachers being 

supportive. Looked after children have reported valuing teachers and professionals who take the 

time to get to know them (Sanders & Munford, 2016). In order to feel included within school, looked 

after children value having a key member of staff who is supportive, positive and caring (Maclean & 

Gunion, 2003) and who takes the time to understand their needs and personalise plans (Brodie, 

2000).  

The school environment. The overall school environment should give young people a voice, 

provide feelings of safety, and support engagement (Allen & Kern, 2019; Allen et al., 2021; Libbey, 

2004). Within the current study a whole school environment supportive of belonging included a 

welcoming atmosphere, good classmates, a community, and not being treated differently to others. 

Looked after children reported the importance of being part of clubs and activities and this has been 

highlighted by professionals as a potential avenue for supporting looked after children to be 

successful in education (Coulling, 2000).  

Feelings of success. Within the current study, self-esteem correlated to school belonging 

with a medium to large effect size for both groups, consistent with previous research which suggests 

self-esteem can predict later school belonging (O’Brien, 2015; Perry & Levins-Merillat, 2018). Several 

young people highlighted the importance of feelings of personal success as contributing to their 

school belonging. This included being helpful, kind, appreciated, and being given responsibility. The 

importance of feeling competent and having opportunities for success has been acknowledged in 

theories of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Opportunities for success are also considered important 

in the overall educational success of looked after children (Coulling, 2000). Whilst Goodenow and 
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Grady’s (1993) definition of belonging includes feeling accepted and respected, promoting self-

esteem and opportunities for success may be another important avenue for supporting school 

belonging in young people.  

Bullying. Within the current study school belonging and bullying were related for looked 

after children. Similar to other minority groups such as LGBTQ+ youth and those from ethnically 

diverse backgrounds, those who were bullied were more likely to report they feel they do not belong 

(Biggart et al., 2013; Poteat, 2015). The current study highlights the importance of not just positive 

experiences for vulnerable young people, but the reduction of negative experiences. A range of 

approaches have been recommended for the prevention of and intervention in bullying with peer 

mentoring and buddy schemes common among schools and having a positive impact for all young 

people involved and in the reduction of bullying (Bishop, 2003; Tzani-Pepelasi et al., 2019). Schools 

implementing bullying policies and strategies for anti-bullying find that whole school approaches and 

school assemblies, focussed Personal Social Health and Economic Education (PSHEE), adult 

modelling, and restorative approaches, can be helpful in tackling bullying (Thompson & Smith, 2011). 

Focusing attention on ensuring those who are vulnerable feel included and are not subject to 

bullying may be especially important and whole-school approaches encouraging inclusion and 

understanding of diversity may be particularly beneficial. Resources are readily available to support 

schools to develop whole-school approaches to inclusion including books on celebrating difference 

(Dellenty, 2019), the inclusive classroom (Sobel & Alston, 2021), and the no outsiders programme 

(Moffat, 2020).  

Conclusion  

Overall, results suggest that school belonging is related to a range of mental wellbeing 

outcomes for both looked after children and children who have not experienced care, consistent 

with research involving young people who have experienced adversity (Gunnarsdóttir et al., 2021; 

Markowitz, 2017). Relationships between factors differed for looked after children, with lower 
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scores on friendships related to higher school belonging scores than for the matched group, and 

with bullying being of higher prevalence and far more related to school belonging. Whilst the results 

regarding peer relationships are encouraging, as looked after young people may need fewer peer 

relationships to feel the same sense of belonging, the significant relationship between bullying and 

belonging is an area that warrants attention. School belonging has been related to a range of mental 

wellbeing outcomes and therefore continues to be an important place where schools should focus 

their attention.  
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Appendix A – Data Extraction Table 
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type, 
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Timescale Design Analysis Sample Belonging 
measure 

Wellbeing 
measure 

Summary of findings 
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article 
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Screening 
measures in-
person self-
report, follow 
up in-person 
with trained 
staff 

Regression 
model 

n = 142 School 
connectedn
ess scale 
(Resnick et 
al., 1997). 6 
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Reynolds 
Adolescent 
Depression Scale-
2: Short form 
(Reynolds, 2008). 
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School connectedness negatively 
associated with depression. 
Depression predicting T2 school 
connectedness -.30, p<.05. School 
connectedness predicting T2  
depression -0.29, p<.05. 

74.6% female 

Age range 12-15 (m 
= 13.41) 

47.18% African 
American, 36.62% 
Caucasian, 8.45% 
Multiracial, 7.75% 
other 

Arslan et al. 
(2020). Exploring 
the impacts of 
school belonging 
on youth wellbeing 
and mental health 
among Turkish 
adolescents 

Journal 
article 
 
Turkey 

2 time 
points, late 
sep/early 
oct, late 
may/early 
June (same 
school 
year) 

30 minute 
paper survey 
during class 
time 

Structural 
equation 
modelling - 
Bivariate 
correlations 

n = 402, 301 
included 

School 
Belongingne
ss Scale 
(Arslan & 
Duru, 2017). 
10 items. 

The satisfaction 
with life scale 
(Diener et al., 
1985). 5 items.  
Youth internalising 
behaviour 
screener (Arslan, 
2019). 10 items. 

School belonging T1 predicted Life 
satisfaction T2 (β = .39, p<.001). 
Belonging T1 predicted T2 
internalising behaviour (β = .35, 
p<.001) but not after mediating for 
T1 mental health problems (β = 
-.04). 

54.2% female, 48.8% 
male 

Age range 10-14 (m 
= 12.11) 
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Bond et al. (2007). 
Social and school 
connectedness in 
early secondary 
school as 
predictors of late 
teenage substance 
use, mental health, 
and academic 
outcomes 

Journal 
article 
 
Australia  

Year 8, 
year 10, 1 
year post-
secondary  

Questionnaire 
using laptops 
in school. 
Phone 
interviews for 
those not 
present 

Bivariate 
associations 
(grouped 
into high, 
moderate, 
low, very 
low school 
connectedn
ess) 

n at T1 = 2,678, n at 
T3 = 1,902  

School 
connectedn
ess scale 
(Arthur et 
al., 2002). 20 
items as 3 
excluded 
due to low 
factor 
loadings 

Computerised 
version of the 
Clinical Interview 
Schedule - Revised 
(Lewis et al., 1988) 

Year 8 students with very low 
school connectedness were more 
likely to report depressive 
symptoms in year 10.  
No relationships appear to be 
significant.  47% male 

Gunnarsdóttir et 
al. (2021). Poor 
school 
connectedness in 
adolescence and 
adulthood 
depressiveness: a 
longitudinal 
theory-driven 
study from the 
Northern Sweden 
Cohort 

Journal 
article 
 
Sweden 

Participant
s age 16 in 
1981 and 
follow up 
at age 21, 
30, 43 

Unknown Explorative 
factor 
analysis - 
generalised 
linear model 

n = 1,083, 94% at all 
timepoints 

7 items 
included, no 
previous 
measure 
referenced 
 
 

Six symptoms e.g., 
sleep problems, 
coded 0-2 

Poor school connectedness 
associated with future 
depressiveness (β = 0.124, CI = 
0.10, 0.15), even when 
depressiveness age 16 added to 
the model. Association found for 
those with and without 
social/material adversities at age 
16. 

481 women, 526 
men 

Gushue (1996). 
Adolescent mental 
health and 
psychological 
sense of 

Dissertati
on 
 
Canada 

4-year 
study but 
looking at 

At home 
interview and 
telephone 
interview  

Multi-
sample 
regression 
analysis 

n = 247 (older and 
younger siblings). 
180 at T2.  

Modified 
version of 
Sense of 
community 
index 

Self-esteem 
measured by Self-
perception Profile 
(Harter, 1988). 5 
item subscale of 

School sense of community 
significantly predicted school 
loneliness (-.190, p<.05) but no 
other measures were significant 
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community: 
contemporaneous 
and longitudinal 
associations 

years 3 
and 4 

Older siblings 47.2% 
male, 52.8% female. 
Younger siblings 
46.8% male, 53.2% 
female 

(Perkins et 
al., 1990). 12 
items - 
adapted to 
say 
school/stud
ent instead 
of 
block/neigh
bour 

Global self-worth 
used (out of 45 
items). 
Index of Wellbeing 
(Campbell, 
Converse, & 
Rodgers, 1976). 9 
items. 

(general loneliness, self-esteem, 
happiness, subjective wellbeing). 
Subjective wellbeing T1 predicted 
school sense of community T2 
(.202, p<.05) but no other 
relationships were significant 
(happiness, self-esteem, school 
loneliness). 

Age range 10-14 and 
12-16 for sibling 
groups 

Hernández et al. 
(2017). Ethnic 
pride, self-esteem, 
and school 
belonging: A 
reciprocal analysis 
over time 

Journal 
article 
 
Australia  

~2 years 
between 
time 
points. 5th 
grade, 7th 
grade, 9th 
grade. Two 
interviews 
in each 
year, 
within 2 
weeks 

Trained 
bilingual 
researchers 
conducted 
home 
interviews 
using laptops 

Cross lagged 
latent panel 
structural 
equation 
modelling 

n = 674 School 
attachment 
scale 
(Gonzales et 
al., 2008). 7 
items. 

General self-
esteem scale of 
Self-description 
questionnaire II-
Short (Marsh et al., 
2005) 

Self-esteem predicted increases in 
school belonging for boys from T1 
and T2 (β = .15, p<.01), and from 
T2 to T3 (β = .19, p<.01). Effects 
were not significant for girls. 
School belonging did not predict 
self-esteem across timepoints. 

50% female 

Mean age = 10.4 

All Mexican origin  

Jose, Ryan, & Pryor 
(2012). Does social 
connectedness 
promote a greater 
sense of well-being 

Journal 
article 
 
New 
Zealand  

2006, 
2007, 2008 
at the 
same time 
during the 

Computer 
administered 
questionnaire 

Fully cross-
lagged 
model and 
partial cross-
lagged 
model 

n = 1,774 all 
timepoints 

6 items from 
PSSM 
(Goodenow, 
1993) and 
school 
connectedn

14 item scale 
constructed of 
future orientation 
(Ryff & Keyes, 
1995), confidence 
(Ryff wellbeing 

School connectedness significantly 
predicted mental wellbeing from 
T1 to T2 (.06, p<.05) and T2 to T3 
(.08, p<.01). Wellbeing to school 
belonging paths were also 

52% female, 48% 
male  
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in adolescence 
over time? 

school 
year 

Age range 10-15 (m 
= 12.21) at time 1 

ess scale 
(Blum, 
McNeely, & 
Rinehart, 
2002) 

scale and 
Rosenberg self-
esteem scale), life 
satisfaction 
(subjective 
wellbeing scale: 
Diener et al., 
1985), and positive 
affect (adapted 
from Radloff, 
1977) 

significant from T1 to T2 (.19, 
p<.001) and T2 to T3 (.13, p<.001).  

52% European New 
Zealand, 30% Maori, 
12% Pacific islander, 
6% Other 

Lester, Waters & 
Cross (2013). The 
relationship 
between school 
connectedness and 
mental health 
during the 
transition to 
secondary school: 
A path analysis 

Journal 
article 
 
Australia 

4 waves. 
End of year 
7, 
beginning 
of year 8, 
end of year 
8, 
beginning 
of year 9 

Home and in 
class 
questionnaire
s  

Cross-lagged 
models used 
to model 
causal paths 

n = 3,123 at least 3 
timepoints  

Connectedn
ess to school 
scale, 4 
items 
adapted 
from Resnick 
and 
McNeely 
(1997) 

Depression and 
Anxiety Stress 
Scale (Lovibond & 
Lovibond, 1995), 7 
items for 
depression, 7 for 
anxiety. 

T1 to T2 a reciprical relationship 
exists for females, increased 
depression associated with 
decreased connectedness (β = 
-.10), increased connectedness 
associated with decreased 
depression (β = -.09). For males 
increased depression was 
associated with decreased 
connectedness (β= -.01) but 
opposite association not 
significant (β= -.41). Significant 
reciprocal relationships between 
all other measures and time points 
including for connectedness and 
anxiety. 

Half male  

Age range 11-15 

Markowitz (2017). 
Associations 
between school 

Journal 
article  
 

1995, 
1996, 
2001/2002

In home 
interview  

Least 
squared 

T1 n = 11,183, T3 n = 
8,570 

School 
connection - 

10 items from 
Center for 
Epidemiologic 

School connection increase led to 
significant decrease in depressive 
symptoms in late adolescence 
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connection and 
depressive 
symptoms from 
adolescence 
through early 
adulthood: 
moderation by 
early adversity 

USA , 
2007/2008 

regression 
models 

Age range 12-18 
years at T1, 26-32 at 
T3 

6 items at 
T2. 

Studies Depression 
scale (Radloff, 
1991) - only 9 
items at T3. 

(p<.01). The main effect of school 
connectedness on depressive 
symptoms remained in size for 
young people who had 
experienced adversity. 

McGraw et al. 
(2008). Family, 
peer and school 
connectedness in 
final year 
secondary school 
students 

Journal 
article 
 
Australia   

1 year 
between 
measures  

Survey in class 
followed by 
postal/email 
survey 

Regression 
analysis 

T1 n = 941, T2 n = 
204 

Psychologica
l Sense of 
School 
Membership 
(Goodenow, 
1993). 18 
item 

Depression, 
anxiety and stress 
scale (DASS; 
Lovibond & 
Lovibond) short 
form - measures 
negative emotions. 
21 items +1 item 
for suicide ideation 

School connectedness significantly 
predicted anxiety T2 (-.30), 
depression T2 (-.25) and stress T2 
(-.25). No significant effect if T1 
negative affect taken into account 

T2 82 males, 122 
females 

T2 age range 17-20 

82% Australian born, 
18% other (UK, 
Europe, Middle East, 
Asia) 

McMahon et al. 
(2004). Taking 
advantage of 
opportunities: 
Community 
involvement, well-
being, and urban 
youth 

Journal 
article 
 
USA 

Across 2 
academic 
years, pre 
and post 
test 
timepoint 
unknown  

Questionnaire
s distributed 
and read 
aloud in 
classrooms 

Hierarchical 
linear 
regressions 

n = 229 T1, 202 T2 Psychologica
l sense of 
school 
membership 
scale 
(PSSM). 5 
items. 

Rosenberg self-
esteem scale. 10 
items (not 
assessed in 
relation to school 
belonging) 
Anxious/depressed 
syndrome scale 
from Youth Self-
Report. 16 items. 

In year 2 of the study a strong 
sense of school belonging at 
pretest led to fewer internalising 
symptoms (anxiety and 
depression) at posttest. P<0.05 

61% female  

Age range 10-15 

African American  
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Moffa, Dowdy, & 
Furlong (2016). 
Exploring the 
contributions of 
school belonging 
to complete 
mental health 
screening.  

Journal 
article  
 
USA 

October 
2014 and 
October 
2015 (1 
year) 

In class 
questionnaire  

Hierarchical 
multiple 
regressions 

T1 n = 1,867, T2 n = 
1159 

5 items from 
school 
satisfaction 
subscale of 
the 
Multidimens
ional 
Students' 
Life 
Satisfaction 
Scale 
(Huebner, 
1994). 

T1 - BMSLSS 
(Seligson, 
Huebner, & Valois, 
2003) - global life 
satisfaction. Items 
from SDQ to 
measure 
psychological 
distress 
(Goodman, 1997).  
T2 - The Social 
Emotional Health 
Survey - 
Secondary, 36 
items. 7 item scale 
designed for this 
study to measure 
anxious and 
depressed 
emotional 
experiences 

Modelled together life satisfaction, 
psychological distress, and school 
belonging from T1 significantly 
predicted social-emotional 
wellbeing T2 (𝐹𝐹(3, 1145)  =
 157.64,𝑝𝑝 < 0.001,𝑅𝑅2 = .29). 
Addition of belonging scores 
significantly contributed to 
predictive model (p<.001) but with 
small effect size 𝑓𝑓2 = .035. 
Modelled together life satisfaction, 
psychological distress, and school 
belonging from T1 significantly 
predicted internal distress T2. 
Overall model was significant 
𝐹𝐹(3, 1145)  =  119.84,𝑝𝑝 <
0.001,𝑅𝑅2 =  .24). Addition of 
belonging mean scores predicted 
internal distress but explained 
variance in internal distress was 
not substantial.  

Male 48%, female 
51%, 1% other 

Grades 9-11 (age 14-
17) 

46.5% 
Latino/Hispanic, 
38.4% White, 2.8% 
Asian, 0.9% 
Black/African 
American, 0.3% 
Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific islander, 
0.4% American 
Indian or Alaskan 
native, and 10.6% 
(n=123) Mixed. 

Nyberg et al. 
(2019). Does social 
and professional 
establishment at 
age 30 mediate 
the association 
between school 
connectedness and 
family climate at 
age 16 and mental 

Journal 
article  
 
Sweden 

Age 16, 30, 
43 

Questionnaire  Mediation 
model 

n = 1,083 at T1, 
1010 at final 
timepoint 

6 questions 
relating to 
school 
connectedn
ess 

6 coded items Direct effect between school 
connectedness and depression 
was significant when adjusted for 
sex and baseline depressive 
symptoms (−0.147, p = .000) 
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health symptoms 
at age 43? 

O'Brien 
(2015). Belonging 
and 
socioemotional 
wellbeing among 
students in 
transition from 
primary to 
secondary school  

Dissertati
on  
 
Australia  

1 year 
apart, 
following 
year 6 
transition  

Survey and in-
person 
interview  

Pearson's 
correlations 

n = 241 School 
Belonging 
scale 
(Roeser, 
Midgley, & 
Urdan, 
1992). 4 
items. 

Self-esteem scale 
(Harter, 1982). 3 
items. 

Belonging T1 significantly 
correlated with self-esteem T2 
(.355, p<.05). Self-esteem T1 was 
also significantly correlated with 
belonging T2 (.443, p<.05). 

141 females, 100 
males 

Age range 11-13 (m 
= 12.2) 

Patalay & 
Fitzsimons (2018). 
Development and 
predictions pf 
mental ill-health 
and wellbeing 
from childhood to 
adolescence.  

Journal 
article  
 
UK 

Age 11 
(final year 
of primary 
schooling) 
and 14  

Paper 
questionnaire 
completed at 
home  

Regression 
analysis  

n = 9,553 taken from 
a larger sample of 
19,500 
 

Measure of 
school 
connectedn
ess taken 
from 
Millennium 
Cohort 
Study – 
number of 
items 
unknown, 
which items, 
also 
unknown.  

Depressive 
symptoms – Short 
Mood and Feelings 
Questionnaire 
(Messer et al., 
1995). 13 items. 
Mental wellbeing – 
measured 
satisfaction in 
different domains 
(school, family, 
friends, 
schoolwork, 
appearance, life). 6 
items.  

School connectedness related to 
depressive symptoms at age 14 (r 
= -.14, p<0.001), even when time 
one mental health was controlled 
for (r = -.12, p<0.001), and related 
to wellbeing at age 14 (r = .15, 
p<0.001) even when time one 
mental health was controlled for (r 
= .11, p<0.001).  

50.85% female 

Age 11 and 14  

84.4% White, 8.7% 
Asian, 2.8% Black, 
2.7% Mixed, 1.4% 
Other 

Perry & Lavins-
Merillat (2018). 
Self-esteem and 
school 

Journal 
article 
 
USA 

Sept/Oct 
and 
April/May 

In class 
questionnaire  

Path 
regression  

n = 175 Psychologica
l sense of 
school 
membership 

Rosenberg self-
esteem scale 
(Rosenberg, 1965). 
10 items. 

Belongingness T1 to Self-esteem 
(SE) T2 not significant after 
controlling for SE T1.  37.1% male, 59.4% 

female, 3.4% not 
reported 



SCHOOL BELONGING AND MENTAL WELLBEING 120 

belongingness: A 
cross-lagged panel 
study among 
urban youth 

Age range 14-18 (m 
= 15.78) 

(Goodenow, 
1993). 18 
items. 

Total proportion of variance in 
School Belongingness T2 
accounted for by the regression 
model was 𝑅𝑅2= .42. The effect 
of .14 for the SE T1 impact on 
school belongingness T2 path was 
significant (t = 2.13, p < .05; 
denoted as β2) after controlling for 
school belonging T1. 

Black/African 
American 57.1%, 
multiethnic 22.3%, 
White 7.4%, Puerto 
Rican 1.7%, 1% 
other, 8.6% did not 
report. 

Prati & Cicognani 
(2021). 
School sense of 
community as a 
predictor of well-
being among 
students: A 
longitudinal study 

Journal 
article 
 
Italy 

Beginning 
and end of 
school 
year (>1 
year) 

Anonymous 
online survey 

Bayesian 
linear 
regression  

n = 106 Scale of 
Sense of 
Community 
in the School 
(Prati et al., 
2017). 10 
items. 

Italian version - 
Mental Health 
Continuum Short 
Form (Keyes et al., 
2008). 14 items 
across 3 
dimensions: 
emotional, 
psychological, 
social  

School sense of community T1 
significantly predicted wellbeing 
T2 (β = 0.24, 95% CI = 0.02, 0.45) 
when age, gender, wellbeing (T1) 
added to the model. Bayes factor 
6.10. 

Male n = 97 (92%) 
Age range 13-17 (m 
= 14.42) 

Shochet et al. 
(2006). School 
connectedness is 
an 
underemphasized 
parameter in 
adolescent mental 
health: Results of a 

Journal 
article 
 
USA 

1 year Exam 
condition 
questionnaire 
in school 

Hierarchical 
linear 
regression 

n = 2,567 Psychologica
l sense of 
school 
membership 
scale 
(Goodenow, 
1993b). 18 
items. 

Children's 
depression 
inventory (CDI; 
Kovacs, 1992). 27 
items. 
Self-report SDQ 
(Goodman, 1997). 
25 items.  

When controlling for previous 
scores school belonging (T1) was 
found to significantly predict 
depressive symptoms (T2) for boys 
and girls (coefficient = -2.07, 
p<.01), (coefficient = -1.94, p<.05). 
Accounting for prior symptoms, 
school belonging (T1) predicted 

1,293 male, 1,274 
female 

Age range 12-14 
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community 
prediction study 

72% Caucasian 
Anglo Australians, 
0.8% Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait 
Islander. Remaining 
students 70 
different ethnic 
origins including 
9.1% European, 
6.3% Asian, 4.6% 
Pacific region, 3.1% 
Middle Eastern, 
2.6% New Zealand 
or Maori, 1% African  

Spence children's 
anxiety scale 
(Spence, 1998). 44 
items. 

future anxiety symptoms for girls 
(coefficient = -1.81, p=.05) but not 
for boys. It predicted general 
functioning (SDQ, T2) for boys 
(coefficient = -0.88, p<.05) but not 
for girls. 
Impact of mental health T1 on 
school belonging T2 was not 
significant.  

Washburn 
(2009). A sense of 
belonging in 
school: Exploring 
the patterns and 
correlates among 
urban adolescents 

Dissertati
on  
 
USA 

Oct/Nov 
2001, 
every 6 
months 
over the 
next 2 
years 

Researcher 
administered 
questionnaire  

Clyster 
analysis for 
school 
belonging 
subgroups 

n = 104 Connection 
to school 
scale 
(Washburn 
& Kuriakose, 
2001) - 
revised 
version of 
PSSM. 12 
items. 

Shortened version 
of Children's 
Depression 
Inventory (Kovacs, 
1985). 10 items. 
Rosenberg self-
esteem scale 
(1965). 10 Items. 

Belonging groups take account of 
belonging at all 4 time points. 
There were significant differences 
in depression T4 for cluster 
groups, even when accounting for 
adjustment outcomes T1. 
Connected group reported 
significantly lower levels of 
depression than the average 
group, low increasing group, and 
detached group.  
Connected group had significantly 
higher self-esteem than all 3 other 
groups taken separately. 

56% male 

10th and 11th grade, 
age 14-17 T1 

35.6% Latino, 38.5% 
Asian, 14.4% African 
American, 11.5% 
other. 
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Appendix B – Quality assurance checklist  

The CASP (2018) Cohort study tool was used for quality assurance as it provided relevant questions to assess the quality of longitudinal studies using one 
sample. Use of a CASP checklist also ensured that any qualitative research which was included could be quality assured using a similar CASP checklist. The 
questions "was the exposure accurately measured to minimise bias?” and “was the outcome accurately measured to minimise bias?” were adapted to 
assess the variables/measures included within research, details of the way this section was adapted can be seen below under variables. Results of quality 
assurance were summarised using the following categories.  

Clear focus & rationale – the study addresses a clearly focused issue considering the population, risk factors, the direction of expected relationships, and 
predicted outcomes. 

Sample - cohort recruitment was acceptable and there is no obvious bias. The sample is representative and is drawn from the target population.  

Variables – there is an accurate measure used for each variable (school belonging and mental health). The article considers bias, whether measures were 
objective or subjective, validity and reliability, and whether analysis was blind (if appropriate). 

Confounders considered – this includes consideration of: 

- Factors in design/analysis – restrictions in design or analysis to control for confounding variables 
- Follow up of participants – analysis on attrition of participants  
- Follow up time is long enough  

Clear results – Methos of analysis is appropriate. Consider how much detail has been given on the results of the study, whether there is information on the 
strength of relationships, possible bias, variables controlled for etc.  

Effect size – effect size reported within the article.  

Results application – consider whether the type of study was appropriate, whether the sample represents the population and whether the setting/context 
is appropriate and applicable.   

Fit with other evidence – can the results be placed within the context of other research in this field?   

Implications – consider whether the study has practical implications and are these justified by the findings. Suggestions supported by additional evidence if 
needed.   
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Study Clear focus 
& rationale 

Sample  Variables  Confounders 
considered  

Clear 
results 

Effect size Results 
applicable  

Fit with 
other 
evidence 

Implications 
for practice 

Arango, A., Cole-
Lewis, Y., Lindsay, 
R., Yeguez, C. E., 
Clark, M., & King, C. 
(2018).  

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes  Some 
limitations 

Yes Yes 

Arslan, G., Allen, K. 
A., & Ryan, T. 
(2020).  

Yes Yes Yes Partial Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Bond, L., Butler, H., 
Thomas, L., Carlin, 
J., Glover, S., 
Bowes, G., & 
Patton, G. (2007).  

Yes Yes Limited 
evidence 
available  

Yes, but not 
gender  

Partial  No  Yes, but 
unknown 
demographics 

Yes No 

Gunnarsdóttir, H., 
Hensing, G., & 
Hammarström, A. 
(2021).  

Yes Yes Unknown 
validity  

Yes Yes  Yes - β  Yes Yes Yes  

Gushue, N. R. A. 
(1996). 

Yes Yes Mostly 
yes, not all 

Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  

Hernández, M. M., 
Robins, R. W., 
Widaman, K. F., & 
Conger, R. D. 
(2017). 

Yes Yes Unknown 
validity for 
SB 
measure  

Yes Limited – 
non-sig. 
paths not 
included 

Yes - β Yes  Yes Limited  
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Jose, P. E., Ryan, N., 
& Pryor, J. (2012). 

Yes Yes No for 
wellbeing 
measure 

Yes Partial  Yes - β Yes Yes Yes  

Lester, L., Waters, 
S., & Cross, D. 
(2013). 

Unclear  Yes Mostly 
yes, not all 

Yes Yes  Yes - β Yes  Yes Yes  

Markowitz, A. J. 
(2017). 

Yes No – see 
previous 
paper 

No on 
school 
belonging 
measure  

Yes Yes Yes - β Yes Yes Yes 
 

Mcgraw, K., Moore, 
S., Fuller, A., & 
Bates, G. (2008). 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes  Yes Yes 

McMahon, S. D., 
Singh, J. A., Garner, 
L. S., & Benhorin, S. 
(2004). 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes Somewhat 

Moffa, K., Dowdy, 
E., & Furlong, M. J. 
(2016).  

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes  

Nyberg, Rajaleid, 
Westerlund, & 
Hammarström 
(2019) 

Yes Yes Unknown 
validity  

Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  

O'Brien, K. M. 
(2015).  

Yes Yes Unknown 
validity  

Yes Yes  Yes Yes  Yes Most based 
on qual. 
aspect 

Patalay & 
Fitzsimons (2018). 

Yes Yes Unknown 
belonging 
measure 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Not for 
belonging   
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Perry, J. C., & 
Lavins-Merillat, B. 
D. (2018). 

Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Prati, G., & 
Cicognani, E. 
(2021). 

Yes Yes, 
more 
males 

Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes No 

Shochet, I. M., 
Dadds, M. R., Ham, 
D., & Montague, R. 
(2006).  

Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes  

Washburn, M. 
(2009).  

Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 
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Appendix C – Psychometric properties of measures  

Article  Measure Validity: 
Construct, content, criterion   

Reliability: 
Internal consistency, test-retest  

Notes  

Arango (6 
items) 
 
Lester (4 items 
adapted from 
Resnick) 

School Connectedness Scale (Resnick 
et al., 1997) 

Unknown - explored within 
Furlong, O’Brennan, & You 
(2011) but full text not freely 
available  

Internal consistency within 
Resnick et al. (1997) α=.75 
Current study (Arango et al., 
2018) α = .85  
Good internal consistency in 
previous studies across gender, 
race/ethnic groups, grade level 
(all α>.75) (Sieving et al., 2001).  
Lester study average α = 0.80 

These items have since been 
included in a more extensive 
school connectedness scale 
which has shown good 
psychometric properties  
(Lohmeier & Lee, 2011). 
 
Lester chose to use only 4 – 
unclear on details of why.  

Arslan School Belongingness Scale (Arslan & 
Duru, 2017) 

(Arslan & Duru, 2017) 
Structural validity analysed  
Scale correlation with overall 
student subjective wellbeing 
questionnaire r=.57 

Internal reliability in current 
study was adequate (α = .78). 
 
Adequate latent construct 
reliability and internal reliability 
(Arslan, 2019) 
 

Scale created by the author 
and validated. Two latent 
constructs. 

Bond School connectedness scale (Arthur 
et al., 2002) 

Specific scale not validated Internal consistency high (α 
= .87) 
No other psychometric 
information 

Items taken from a larger 
questionnaire created by 
Arthur et al. (2002) 

Gunnarsdottir 
Nyberg 

7 item measure/6 item measure Unknown Gunnarsdottir α = .72   

Gushue Adapted Sense of community index 
(Perkins et al., 1990) 

Confirmed construct validity 
however some question over 
appropriateness for 
adolescence  

reliabilities for school sense of 
community in current study 
between .59 and .73 (low to 
acceptable) 

This measure was initially 
designed for adult populations 
in community settings but has 
been assessed with an 
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Reliabilities for whole scale 
r=.64 but unacceptable for 
subscales (Chipuer, & Pretty, 
1999). 

adolescent population with 
regards to community. Not 
previously used for school as 
far as I can tell.  

Hernandez School attachment scale (see 
Gonzales et al., 2008) 

Unknown Gonzales et al. (2008) α =.71 
Current study α = .60-.79 

Derived from 3 other scales by 
Gonzales – 2 of which had α 
=.69 and .70, no details on the 
third.   

Jose (6 items) 
McGraw (18 
items) 
McMahon (5 
items) 
Perry (18 items) 
Shochet (18 
items) 

PSSM (Goodenow, 1993a) Goodenow (1993a) good 
construct validity supported  
 
Good criterion validity 
reported for brief measure of 
11 items (Hagborg, 1998) 

Good internal consistencies 
reported across studies  
 
 
Internal reliability in current 
studies: α = .89, .85, .90 

Not sure about 6 item version  

Moffa Brief Multidimensional Students' Life 
Satisfaction Scale (Huebner et al., 
2004) 
 

Factor analysis conducted and 
results informed current study 
(Sawatzky et al., 2009) 
Seligson et al. (2002) -  
Criterion validity good 
(r=.62-.66) 
Construct validity correlations 
were moderate 
Convergent and discriminant 
validity supported  

α = .87 current study  
 
Seligson et al. (2002) = .75 

 

O’Brien School Belonging scale (Roeser, 
Midgley, & Urdan, 1996) 

Unknown Current study α = .71 and .80 
 
Previous α = .76 (Roeser, et al., 
1996) 

Hard to find information on 
validation of this scale -  
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Prati Scale of Sense of Community in the 
School (Prati et al., 2017) 

Prati et al. (2017) Good 
discriminant & convergent 
(high correlations), criterion 
validity (subscales sig. 
correlated with wellbeing 
measure) 

Good internal consistency 
previously (.73-.86) (Prati et al., 
2017) 
α = .84 current study  

 

Washburn Connection to school scale 
(Washburn & Kuriakose, 2001) - 
revised version of PSSM (Goodenow, 
1993a). 

Construct validity measured 
with PSSM. Moderately strong, 
positive correlation between 
scales (r=.68, n=93, p<.0005) 

Test-retest reliability over 2 
weeks was good (α=.81). Good 
internal reliability over 4 time 
points, 6 months apart 
(α=.86, .86, .83, .88). 

Belonging measure created 
using existing measure 
(Goodenow, 1993b) and 
information from structured 
interviews in the first 2 years of 
the 4-year study. 

Arango Reynolds Adolescent Depression 
Scale-2: Short form (Reynolds, 2008) 

Construct validity with suicide 
ideation and general wellbeing 
r=0.48 and 0.53. High criterion 
validity (0.95) with long-form 
version  
(Milfont et al., 2008) 

Current study internal 
consistency α = .88 
Good internal reliability α = .88  
(Milfont et al., 2008) 

 

Arslan The satisfaction with life scale 
(Diener et al., 1985) 

College population - 
Correlations with other scales 
from .50 to .75 (Diener et al., 
1985) 

Diener (1985) two-month test-
retest .82 correlation, α = .87.  
Internal consistency α = .72 for 
current study 

Diener evaluated the scale on 
creation, it has since been 
evaluated and found to be valid 
and reliable for a range of 
populations (Pavot et al., 1991) 

Arslan  Youth internalising behaviour 
screener (Arslan, 2019) 

Reported by author to be good 
within previous studies 

Reported by author to be good 
within previous studies  
Internal reliability was α = .86 
across timepoints  

Scale created by the author 
with reference to their work in 
2019. This article/work 
couldn’t be found online, only 
an article about externalising 
behaviour screening 
(internalising submitted for 
publication) 
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Bond Computerised Clinical Interview 
Schedule - Revised (Lewis et al., 
1988) 

Only abstract freely available which suggests measure is valid 
and reliable – no further information and no information 
included within current study  

Difficult to find validity and 
reliability information about 
the clinical interview schedule 
too  

Gunnarsdottir 
Nyberg 

6 symptoms taken from  Factor structure was 
acceptable (RMSEA .00-.06) 
(Hammarström et al., 2016) 

α >.6 across all 4 timepoints  
(Hammarström et al., 2016) 

At the start of the study they 
say they struggled to find 
validated measures for mental 
health 

Gushue Self-perception Profile (Harter, 1988) Unknown Reliabilities between .75 and .81 
for current study 
 
Butler and Gasson (2005) Global 
Self-Worth α = .78 to .84; 
Subscales α = .71 to .86 

Subscale of another measure 
(self-perception profile) which 
has been validated  

Gushue Index of Wellbeing (Campbell, 
Converse, & Rodgers, 1976) 

Study cites Campbell et al. as 
showing good convergent and 
discriminant validity  

Within paper cites previous 
research α = .89 
Current study α = .86-.90 

Book unavailable to check 
validity and reliability. Difficult 
to find elsewhere as too many 
related studies using ‘index’ 
‘wellbeing’ 

Hernandez General self-esteem scale of Self-
description questionnaire II-Short 
(Marsh et al., 2005) 

1 item previously did not have 
good factor loading within self-
esteem scale (Bodkin-Andrews 
et al., 2005). 
Marsh et al. (2005) - 
Correlation with short and 
long form .94 
Most test-retest correlations 
good with lowest .58  
Support for convergent validity  

Marsh et al. (2005) - Internal 
consistencies above .80 
 
Current study αs = .68-.76 

Unsure whether this factor 
loading information was 
considered within the current 
study – this study was with an 
indigenous Australian 
population not Mexican  

Jose 14 item scale constructed of future 
orientation (Ryff & Keyes, 1995), 
confidence (Ryff wellbeing scale and 

Report adequate model fit 
(RMSEAs = .06, .06, .07) 

Within current study α = .78 for 
future orientation, α = .83 for 
confidence, α = .78 for life 

Scales previously used and 
validated but combined within 
the current study so less 
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Rosenberg self-esteem scale), life 
satisfaction (subjective wellbeing 
scale: Diener et al., 1985), and 
positive affect (adapted from Radloff, 
1977) 

satisfaction, α = .71 for positive 
affect 

information on psychometric 
properties  

Lester (14 
items) 
McGraw (21 
items) 

Depression and Anxiety Stress Scale 
(Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) 

Corelations with other scales 
measuring depression and 
anxiety (r=.73-.80) (Osman et 
al., 2012) 

Osman et al. (2012) .81-.84 for 
anxiety and depression 
subscales  
 
Current study .76-.86 across 
subscales (McGraw) and .82-.89 
(Lester) 

21 items include stress 
subscale  

Markowitz Center for Epidemiologic Studies 
Depression scale (Radloff, 1991) 

Radloff (1991) states 
convergent and discriminant 
validity established  

Radloff (1991) states high 
internal consistency and test-
retest  
 
Current study α = 0.8 

Scale created with items from 
previously validated scales. No 
specific details on reliability 
and validity within Radloff. 
Only 10/20 items used with no 
detail.  

McMahon 
Perry 
Washburn  

Rosenberg self-esteem scale 
(Rosenberg, 1965) 

Sinclair et al. (2010) 
Convergent validity good 
(.40-.82 across groups), 
discriminant validity adequate  

Washburn very good internal 
reliability (α = .89 - .91) 
Perry α = 0.85 & 0.87  
Previous research showed very 
good overall reliability (.91) 
Sinclair et al. (2010) 

Differences across groups 
highlighted e.g., discriminant 
validity correlations very 
different (lower) for ‘Hispanic’ 
and ‘other’ populations  

McMahon Anxious/depressed syndrome scale 
from Youth Self-Report (Achenbach 
et al., 1991) 

Concurrent validity confirmed 
for some subscales (Ebesutani 
et al., 2011) 

Anxious/depressed syndrome 
scale α = .75-.83 (Ebesutani et 
al., 2011) 

 

Moffa 
Shochet 

SDQ (Goodman, 1997) Van Roy et al. (2008) 
Acceptable model fit for 
convergent validity. State it 
has been shown in previous 
studies across a range of 

Van Roy et al. (2008) Moderate 
internal reliabilities for 
subscales with lowest .59 for 
conduct problems in early 

Suggest adding an addition 
construct (positive construal) 
would increase variance in 
overall scale and suggests 
some improvements 
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measures. Correlations found 
between constructs – 
confirmed structure  

adolescent group. Overall scale 
α = .74-.80 across ages. 
α = .85 in Shochet  

O’Brien Self-esteem scale (Harter, 1982) General subscale doesn’t 
appear to be analysed for 
validity (only cognitive, social, 
physical which aren’t used 
within current study).   

Current study α = .73 and .76 
O’Brien reports previous α = .92 
Good internal reliability found 
for subscales >.73  
Good test-retest reliability for 
subscales .69-.87 (Harter, 1982) 

3-item subscale of Perceived 
Competence Scale for Children.  
  

Prati Italian version - Mental Health 
Continuum Short Form (Keyes et al., 
2008) 

Petrillo et al. (2015) - 
Convergent validity confirmed 
with subscales moderately 
correlating with wellbeing 
measures 
Divergent validity confirmed 
with high mental health scores 

High internal reliability (.86) and 
moderate test-retest reliability 
Petrillo et al. (2015) 
 
Current α = .82 at T1 and .90 at 
T2. 

Lots of evidence across 
different versions using 
different languages. This 
evidence came from an Italian 
context 

Shochet (27 
items) 
Washburn – 
shortened (10) 

Children's depression inventory (CDI; 
Kovacs, 1992) 

Saylor et al. (1984) - 
Criterion validity – significant 
results found in 1 of 3 small 
sample analyses – scores did 
differ but not sig.  
Concurrent validity good with 
some other scales but not with 
psychiatric rating of 
depression.  

Washburn internal consistency 
good (α = .80, .79, .77, .81) 
 
Saylor et al. (1984) - 
Test-retest varied from .38 in a 
non-clinical sample to .87. 
Significant correlations in split-
half reliability.  
Good internal consistency 
(.80-.94) 
 
Shochet reports consistent 
reliability and test-retest in 
previous studies (.71 to .89, .56 
to .87; Reynolds, 1994). 

Used as a continuous measure 
rather than to classify 
depressed/non-depressed, so 
seems okay that criterion 
validity was not found to be 
significant, there were 
differences found still.  
 
Good internal consistency 
across populations 
 
Reynolds full text not available 
so not checked  
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Shochet Spence children's anxiety scale 
(Spence, 1998) 

Spence et al. (2003)  
Convergent and discriminant 
validity - Correlations with 
anxiety (.75)  
Did sig. correlate with 
depression measures but less 
than anxiety (.60) 

Spence et al. (2003)  
High internal consistency (.92) 
and split half reliability (.90) 
Satisfactory test-retest (.63) 
Current study α = .89 
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Appendix D – Recruitment Documents  

Gatekeeper E-mail/Letter Template for virtual schools  
 
Dear XXX  
 
My name is Abigail Cohman and I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist at the University of 
Southampton. Subject to approval by the University of Southampton ethics committee I will 
be carrying out a research project regarding secondary aged children’s experiences at school 
and how this may relate to their wellbeing. As part of my research I would like to explore the 
school experiences of children who are living in care. The research will involve young people 
filling out an online survey anonymously, and sharing some demographic details (e.g., age, 
gender, who they live with). I have attached an information sheet for more details about the 
project.  
 
As a virtual school I am writing to ask whether you, and the young people you work with, 
would be interested in being part of the project. As the survey will be carried out 
anonymously online, I would need to have a brief discussion with you about gaining consent 
for young people who wish to take part, and about setting the survey up for them.  
 
If you would like to support with the project, I can arrange a time for us to meet virtually to 
answer any questions and explain more about the research. Please get in touch via my 
university email address: XXXXXX  
 
Thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon.  
Yours sincerely, 
Abigail Cohman  
 
 
Gatekeeper E-mail/Letter Template for schools  
 
Dear XXX  
 
My name is Abigail Cohman and I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist at the University of 
Southampton. Subject to approval by the University of Southampton ethics committee I will 
be carrying out a research project regarding secondary aged children’s experiences at school 
and how this may relate to their wellbeing. The research will involve young people filling out 
an online survey anonymously, and sharing some demographic details (e.g., age, gender, who 
they live with). I have attached an information sheet for more details about the project. 
  
I am writing to ask whether you, and the young people you work with, would be interested 
in being part of the project. As the survey will be carried out anonymously online, I would 
need to have a brief discussion with you about consent for young people, and about setting 
the survey up for them.  
 

mailto:a.cohman@soton.ac.uk
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If you would like to support with the project, I can arrange a time for us to meet virtually to 
answer any questions and explain more about the research. Please get in touch via my 
university email address: XXXXXX 
  
Thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon.  
Yours sincerely, 
Abigail Cohman  

 
Participant information Sheet 
 
Study title: School factors and their association with wellbeing in secondary school 
age pupils.  
Researcher: Abigail Cohman   
ERGO number: 63524 
Version and date: V2, 29.11.2021  
 
Hello! My name is Abi, I am a student at the University of Southampton. 

 
I am training to become an educational psychologist. As part of my training, I 
am doing some research with children and young people aged 11-19 about 
their experiences at school and their wellbeing. I’m contacting you to see if 
you would like to take part in my research.  
 

What will happen to me if I take part? 
If you agree to take part, you will be sent a questionnaire which you can fill 
out on the computer. It should take about 20 minutes, but you can take as 
much time as you need. You might be asked to fill it in at school or you can 
do it at home. You can stop at any time during the questionnaire.  
 

Are there any benefits for me if I take part? 
When you complete the questionnaire you will receive a £10 Amazon voucher to say 
thank you for your time. A voucher will be given to you or your parent/caregiver at 
school. Your answers to the questionnaire will also be helpful for understanding young 
people’s experiences.   
 
Are there any risks involved? 
There is a possibility that you might feel a bit uncomfortable answering some of the 
questions, but you can take a break of stop at any time you want. You can fill in the 
questionnaire on your own or you can have some help from an adult if you’d prefer, they 
will be asked to keep your answers private.  
 
What information will I give? 
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You will be asked about your age, gender and ethnicity. You will also be asked some 
multiple-choice questions about school and your wellbeing or mental health. At the end you 
will be able to add any comments about your school experiences. I won’t ask for your name 
or any information which identifies you, this means the information you share will 
be anonymous and I won’t know that the information came from you. After you 
have submitted your answers, I won’t be able to remove them from my research 
because I won’t know which answers are yours. I will write up the results of the 
survey and submit it as part of my university course. I might include your quotes or 
comments, but I will use made up names so no one will know they came from you.  
 

Do I have to take part? 
It is your choice whether you take part, you do not have to. If you decide you 
want to, your head teacher, carer, or parent will also have to agree.   
 

What happens if I change my mind? 
You can change your mind at any time and stop filling in the questionnaire. You don’t have 
to tell me why and you will not be in trouble.  
 
What happens if there is a problem? 
If you have any worries about anything to do with this research, you can speak to your carer 
or parent or someone at school, or you can contact me through an adult and I will do my 
best to answer your questions.   
 
 
Carer/Parent Information Sheet 
 
Study Title: School factors and their association with wellbeing in secondary school age 
pupils. 
Researcher: Abigail Cohman  
ERGO number: 63524 
Version and date: V2, 29.11.2021 
 
Your child/a child in your care is being invited to take part in the above research study. In 
order for them to take part information is being provided to you to explain why the research 
is being done and what it will involve. Please read the information below carefully and ask 
questions if anything is not clear or you would like more information. If you are NOT happy 
for children in your care to participate you will be asked to complete an OPT OUT form, 
provided with this information sheet. This form should be returned to your child’s school 
within two weeks of receiving this information.  
 
What is the research about?  
 
My name is Abigail Cohman and I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist at the University of 
Southampton. I am inviting your child to participate in a study regarding their experiences at 
school and how this may relate to their wellbeing.  
 
This study was approved by the Faculty Research Ethics Committee (FREC) at the University 
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of Southampton (ERGO Number: 63524) 
 
What will happen to them if they take part?  
 
This study involves your child completing an anonymous questionnaire online which should 
take approximately 20 minutes of their time. The questionnaire will ask a few non-identifying 
questions about them, followed by some multiple-choice questions and one open-ended 
question on school experiences. They can take as long as they need on the questionnaire and 
can decide to stop during if they do not wish to continue. They will be asked to complete this 
at school, or at home, in a private space.  
 
Why have they been asked to participate?  
 
This study is looking at school factors and wellbeing in secondary school and college aged 
children (11-19) from a range of backgrounds. Your child has been asked to participate as they 
fall into this age range and their school/virtual school has been approached by the researcher 
and agreed to forward on information about the study on the researcher’s behalf.  I am aiming 
to recruit around 80 children and young people for this study.  
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part?  
 
If you give consent for your child to take part and they decide to take part in this study, they 
will receive a £10 Amazon voucher for their time. Participation will also contribute to 
knowledge in this area of research. The voucher will be issued by your child’s school on 
completion of the questionnaire.  
 
What information will be collected?  
 
The questions in this survey ask for information in relation to the child’s age, gender, school 
experiences, friendships, and wellbeing/mental health.  
 
 
 
Are there any risks involved? 
 
It is expected that taking part in this study will not cause young people any psychological 
discomfort and/or distress, however, should they feel uncomfortable they can leave the 
survey at any time. At the end of the survey your child should have an opportunity to talk with 
school staff if needed, and some activities will be suggested to support their mood, as well as 
some links to websites and charities should they need any support.  
 
What will happen to the information collected? 
 
All information collected for this study will be stored securely on a password protected 
computer and backed up on a secure server. Only members of the research team will have 
access to this information. The information collected will be analysed and written up as part 
of the researcher’s dissertation and may be published in scientific journals or presented at 
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scientific conferences or as part of outreach events. Quotes/responses from the open-ended 
question may be included however these will not be linked to your child and will remain 
anonymous.  
 
The University of Southampton conducts research to the highest standards of ethics and 
research integrity. In accordance with our Research Data Management Policy, data will be 
held for 10 years after the study has finished when it will be securely destroyed. 
 
Will participation be confidential? 
 
Your child’s participation and the information we collect about them during the course of 
the research will be kept strictly confidential.  
 
Only members of the research team and responsible members of the University of 
Southampton may be given access to data about you for monitoring purposes and/or to 
carry out an audit of the study to ensure that the research is complying with applicable 
regulations. Individuals from regulatory authorities (people who check that we are carrying 
out the study correctly) may require access to your data. All of these people have a duty to 
keep your child’s information, as a research participant, strictly confidential. 
 
Do we have to take part? 
 
No, it is entirely up to you and your child/young person to decide whether or not they take 
part. If you are happy for them to take part you don’t need to do anything. If you DO NOT 
want them to take part you can complete the form sent with this information sheet and 
return it to your child’s school. You can discuss participation with the young person, using 
the participant information sheet. 
 
What happens if I change my mind? 
 
You and your child/young person have the right to change your minds and withdraw 
without giving a reason and without your participant rights being affected. If you decide not 
to take part you/the young person can just close the survey. Once survey data has been 
submitted it will no longer be possible to withdraw the information as it will be anonymous 
and will not be linked to your child.  
 
What happens if there is a problem? 
 
If you are unhappy about any aspect of this study and would like to make a formal complaint, 
you can contact the Head of Research Integrity and Governance, University of Southampton, 
on the following contact details: Email: rgoinfo@soton.ac.uk, phone: + 44 2380 595058.  
Please quote the Ethics/ERGO number above. Please note that by making a complaint you or 
the child might be no longer anonymous.  
 
Where can I get more information? 

mailto:rgoinfo@soton.ac.uk
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Please discuss participation with your young person, using the participant information 
sheet. If either of you would like any more information you can contact the researcher at 
any time: 
 
Abi Cohman, Trainee Educational Psychologist, University of Southampton 
Email: XXXXX 
 
If you have any questions or concerns, you can also contact my supervisor Cora 
Sargeant: XXXXX   
 
Data Protection Privacy Notice 
 
The University of Southampton conducts research to the highest standards of research 
integrity. As a publicly funded organisation, the University must ensure that it is in the public 
interest when we use personally identifiable information about people who have agreed to 
take part in research.  This means that when you agree to take part in a research study, we 
will use information about you in the ways needed, and for the purposes specified, to 
conduct and complete the research project. Under data protection law, ‘Personal data’ 
means any information that relates to and can identify a living individual. The University’s 
data protection policy governing the use of personal data by the University can be found on 
its website (https://www.southampton.ac.uk/legalservices/what-we-do/data-protection-
and-foi.page).  
 
This Participant Information Sheet tells you what data will be collected for this project and 
whether this includes any personal data. Please ask the research team if you have any 
questions or are unclear what data is being collected about you.  
 
Our privacy notice for research participants provides more information on how the 
University of Southampton collects and uses your personal data when you take part in one 
of our research projects and can be found at 
http://www.southampton.ac.uk/assets/sharepoint/intranet/ls/Public/Research%20and%20I
ntegrity%20Privacy%20Notice/Privacy%20Notice%20for%20Research%20Participants.pdf  
 
Any personal data we collect in this study will be used only for the purposes of carrying out 
our research and will be handled according to the University’s policies in line with data 
protection law. If any personal data is used from which you can be identified directly, it will 
not be disclosed to anyone else without your consent unless the University of Southampton 
is required by law to disclose it.  
 
Data protection law requires us to have a valid legal reason (‘lawful basis’) to process and 
use your Personal data. The lawful basis for processing personal information in this research 
study is for the performance of a task carried out in the public interest. Personal data 
collected for research will not be used for any other purpose. 
 
For the purposes of data protection law, the University of Southampton is the ‘Data 
Controller’ for this study, which means that we are responsible for looking after your 
information and using it properly. The University of Southampton will keep identifiable 

mailto:C.C.Sargeant@soton.ac.uk
https://www.southampton.ac.uk/legalservices/what-we-do/data-protection-and-foi.page
https://www.southampton.ac.uk/legalservices/what-we-do/data-protection-and-foi.page
http://www.southampton.ac.uk/assets/sharepoint/intranet/ls/Public/Research%20and%20Integrity%20Privacy%20Notice/Privacy%20Notice%20for%20Research%20Participants.pdf
http://www.southampton.ac.uk/assets/sharepoint/intranet/ls/Public/Research%20and%20Integrity%20Privacy%20Notice/Privacy%20Notice%20for%20Research%20Participants.pdf
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information about you for 10 years after the study has finished after which time any link 
between you and your information will be removed. 
 
To safeguard your rights, we will use the minimum personal data necessary to achieve our 
research study objectives. Your data protection rights – such as to access, change, or 
transfer such information - may be limited, however, in order for the research output to be 
reliable and accurate. The University will not do anything with your personal data that you 
would not reasonably expect.  
 
If you have any questions about how your personal data is used, or wish to exercise any of 
your rights, please consult the University’s data protection webpage 
(https://www.southampton.ac.uk/legalservices/what-we-do/data-protection-and-foi.page) 
where you can make a request using our online form. If you need further assistance, please 
contact the University’s Data Protection Officer (data.protection@soton.ac.uk). 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read the information sheet.  
 
 
Adverts for use by Virtual Schools  
 

 
 

mailto:data.protection@soton.ac.uk
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Virtual School consent form  

 
Virtual School consent form for child participation in research 
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Study title: School factors and their association with wellbeing in secondary school age 
pupils. 
Researcher name: Abigail Cohman 
ERGO number: 63524  Version number & Date: V1, 06.09.2021 
 
Please initial the box(es) if you agree with the statement(s):  
 

  
I have read and understood the information sheet (06.09.2021 / version 1) and 
have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study. 
 

 

 
I agree that the relevant consents have been gained for the children on the roll 
of the virtual school who will be taking part in the study.  
 

 

 
I understand that participation is voluntary and they or I may withdraw them 
from the study for any reason without participation rights being affected. 
 

 

 
Young people have been provided with information about the study and 
understand what will happen; they have had the opportunity to and may at 
any time ask questions. 
 

 

 
I understand that if they are withdrawn from the study that it may not be 
possible to remove the data once the personal information is no longer linked 
to the data. 
 

 

 
I understand that they may be quoted directly in reports of the research but 
that they will not be directly identified (e.g. that any identifying information 
will be removed). 
 

 

 
 
Name ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
Role & Organisation ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
Signature ...............................................…..  Date……………………………………  
 
 
Name of researcher (print name)…………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Signature of researcher ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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Date……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

PLEASE RETURN THIS FORM TO THE RESEARCHER 
ABI COHMAN - XXXX 

If you have any questions or concerns, you can also contact my supervisor Cora Sargeant 
(Senior Teaching Fellow): XXXX 

 
 
Consent form for schools  
 
Parent/Guardian OPT-OUT form   
 
This form should be returned to your child’s school by DATE (to be completed depending 
on when this form and PIS are sent out, adults are to be given at least 2 weeks to opt-out) 
 
Study title: School factors and their association with wellbeing in secondary school age 
pupils. 
 
Researcher name: Abigail Cohman  
ERGO number: 63524 
Version and date: V1, 06.09.2021 
 
I do NOT wish my child/dependent to be included in this study  
 
Signature of parent/guardian………………………………………………………………  
 
Name of child/dependent (print name)……………………………………………………  
 
Date……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
If you would like to get in touch with the researcher please contact Abigail Cohman at XXXX 
(please note this may affect you/your child’s anonymity)  
 
If you have any questions or concerns, you can also contact the research supervisor Cora 
Sargeant (Senior Teaching Fellow): XXXX  

 
 
Instructions for adults setting up the survey  
 
Instructions included within the email sent to the headteachers/school liaison when the link 
to the questionnaire was provided. They then distributed the email to relevant adults who 
were supporting young people by setting up the questionnaire.  
 
Dear X, 
Thank you for supporting with this research project. This email contains the information 
needed to allow young people to access the online questionnaire in order to take part in this 
study. The questionnaire should only be set up and completed for young people who have 
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expressed an interest and who’s carers/parents or head-teachers have given consent for 
them to take part.  
 
Please read the following information before setting up the questionnaire for young people. 
 
In order to maintain confidentiality young people completing the questionnaire will need to 
be provided with a private space away from other children and unnecessary adults. Young 
people will have the choice to complete the questionnaire independently however they may 
choose to have an adult to support them. Please ensure adult support is offered and 
available, should they need it.  
 
The link to the questionnaire is contained at the end of this email. The questionnaire should 
be set up by an adult. The participant information is contained on the first page of the 
survey if the young person would like to read it again, there is also a tick box for you to 
complete to confirm consent for any young person under the age of 16. In order to protect 
the confidentiality of the young person, you will be asked to confirm that you will not 
discuss any of the child’s responses with anyone else, unless you have a safeguarding 
concern. If you have any concerns about the information raised during the survey (including 
a safeguarding issue), please follow the safeguarding procedures in your setting. 
The questionnaire is expected to take around 20 minutes. At the end of the questionnaire 
an adult should be made available to the young person to allow them to discuss the 
questionnaire or any issues raised, should they choose to. Although the survey is not 
expected to cause distress, young people may wish to have some time alone or with an 
adult before returning to class or other activities. A debrief is available at the end of the 
survey and can be provided via email to print if needed.  
 
The questionnaire can be accessed via the following link: 
LINK  
 
Please feel free to contact me at any time if you have questions about the research or the 
process. 
 
Abigail Cohman: XXXX 
 
If you have any questions or concerns, you can also contact my supervisor Cora Sargeant 
(Senior Teaching Fellow): XXXX 
 
Thank you again for supporting with this research project.  
 

Appendix E - Qualtrics Survey 

Study Title: School/College factors and their association with wellbeing in secondary school 
and further education. 
Researcher: Abigail Cohman  
ERGO number: 63524 
Version 3 
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Date: 19.02.2022 
 

You are being invited to take part in the above research study. Hopefully you have already 
read or seen information about the research, but it is also included below. If you are still 
happy to take part in the survey you will be asked to tick the box at the bottom of this page.  

 
What is the research about? 
My name is Abi, I am a student at the University of Southampton training to become an 
educational psychologist. As part of my training I am doing some research with children and 
young people aged 11-19 about their experiences at school and their wellbeing. 

 
What will happen to me if I take part? 
You will complete an online questionnaire which should take about 20 minutes, but you can 
take as much time as you need.  

 
Are there any benefits for me if I take part?  
When you complete the questionnaire you will receive a £10 voucher to say thank you for 
your time. You can leave your email address at the end of the survey to receive your 
voucher. Your answers to the questionnaire will also be helpful for understanding young 
people’s experiences. 

 
Are there any risks involved?  
There is a possibility that you might feel a bit uncomfortable answering some of the 
questions, but you can take a break of stop at any time you want. You can fill in the 
questionnaire on your own or you can have some help from an adult if you’d prefer, they 
have been asked to keep your answers private.  

 
What information will I give?  
You will be asked some questions about you and some multiple-choice questions about 
school/college and your wellbeing or mental health. At the end you will be able to add any 
comments about your school/college experiences. I won’t ask for your name or any 
information which identifies you, this means the information you share will be anonymous 
and I won’t know that the information came from you. After you have submitted your 
answers, I won’t be able to remove them from my research because I won’t know which 
answers are yours. I will write up the results of the survey and submit it as part of my 
university course. I might include your quotes or comments, but I will use made up names 
so no one will know they came from you. 

 
Do I have to take part?  
It is your choice whether you take part, you do not have to. You can change your mind at 
any time and stop filling in the questionnaire. You don’t have to tell anyone why and you 
will not be in trouble.  

 
What happens if there is a problem?  
If you have any worries about anything to do with this research, you can speak to your carer 
or parent or someone at school/college.  
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For those 16+ choosing option 1, the following page is shown to confirm consent   

 

 

If option 2 is selected the following will appear: 
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If option 2 is selected: 
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If option 3 is selected: 

 

If all criteria for continuation in the survey are met: 

 

 

Dropdown options (what is your ethnic background?) – participants select from one of the options in 
bold and are then presented with the options below depending on their choice.  

White 

• English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish or British 
• Irish 
• Gypsy or Irish Traveller 
• Any other White background 

Mixed or Multiple ethnic groups 
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• White and Black Caribbean 
• White and Black African 
• White and Asian 
• Any other Mixed or Multiple ethnic background 

Asian or Asian British 

• Indian 
• Pakistani 
• Bangladeshi 
• Chinese 
• Any other Asian background 

Black, African, Caribbean or Black British 

• African 
• Caribbean 
• Any other Black, African or Caribbean background 

Other ethnic group 

• Arab 
• Any other ethnic group 

e.g.,  
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If ‘prefer not to say’ is selected, then no additional options are offered.  
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At the end of the survey (before debriefing) the following will be presented: 
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If participants choose not to leave an email and click next the debriefing statement will be displayed. 
This has been edited to reflect the changes in recruitment protocol and now reads: 
 
The aim of this research was to explore your experiences at school/college and how they relate to 
your wellbeing. Your data will help our understanding of how much young people feel like they 
belong at school/college and how this relates to your wellbeing/mental health. Once again, results of 
this study will not include your name or any other identifying characteristics. The research did not 
use any deception.  
  
Now you’ve finished the questionnaire you could try one of the following to help you reset before 
going back to your day.  

Listen to your favourite song or watch a video you enjoy.  
Play a game or have a chat with someone you trust.  

Think about the best day you’ve ever had.  
Get someone to tell you a funny joke or make one up yourself!  

  
If you would like some support with aspects of school life or your mental health and wellbeing 
please speak to an adult at school or contact one of the charities below who all offer advice and 
support to young people. 
Young minds: https://youngminds.org.uk/ Mind: https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/for-
children-and-young-people/ 
Anxiety UK: https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/ 03444 775 774 or text 07537 416 905 
Bullying UK: https://www.bullying.co.uk/ 08088002222 
Childline offer a range of support via phone or on their website: 
08001111, https://www.childline.org.uk/ 
 
Lots of other useful links can be found on the Princes Trust website: https://www.princes-
trust.org.uk/help-for-young-people/who-else/housing-health-wellbeing/wellbeing/mental-health 
 
Thank you for your participation in this research. If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant in this research, or if you feel that you have been placed at risk, you may contact the 
University of Southampton Head of Research Integrity and Governance  
 
You can now close the survey.  
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If participants click on the link this will take them to a separate Qualtrics survey where the following 
will be displayed: 
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