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Abstract: The sense of school belonging plays an important role in students’” academic, behavioural,
and psychological outcomes. Based on a systematic review, following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines
and examining 86 studies conducted between 1990 and February 2023, the article addresses two
research questions: (a) what are the predictors of the sense of school belonging at the individual,
micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono levels of the bioecological model of human development;
(b) do these predictors differ based on students’ individual characteristics, and if so, how. The
findings reveal individual factors as important predictors of school belonging and indicate the lack
of studies that take into consideration the interplay of different (micro, meso, exo, macro, chrono)
levels in addressing the sense of school belonging. Considering the complexity and multi-factorial
nature of the sense of school belonging, it calls upon further research, which would support the
development of evidence-based interventions for fostering school belonging among different groups
of students, particularly those who are at risk of feeling alienated from school, and thus promote
equity in education.

Keywords: sense of school belonging; predictors; bioecological model of human development; equity;
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1. Introduction

The need to belong is a fundamental human motivation [1]. Humans have a per-
vasive need to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive, and
significant relationships [2]. Given that school is a primary socialising unit and a relational
community that offers opportunities for students to fulfil the need to belong [3], it is not
surprising that a sense of school belonging has been at the forefront of educational and
cross-sectional research (e.g., in the fields of psychology, sociology, and health-promotion)
in recent decades.

1.1. Defining a Sense of School Belonging

Students spend a significant amount of time in school attending classes, forming
relationships, socialising with peers, and participating in extra-curricular activities; they
therefore tend to develop feelings about their school. These feelings are known as a sense
of belonging to school—or school belonging. Students with a higher sense of school
belonging have positive feelings towards their school, while students with a lower sense
of school belonging feel alienated [4]. School belonging is a part of students’ subjective
perception of their place in the school’s social environment; it has also been referred to as
psychological membership [5]. Various terminology has been used to describe the construct
of school belonging, including school bonding, school connectedness, school attachment,
school identification, belongingness, a sense of community, school engagement, and school
involvement [6-8]. Even if the terminology used to describe school belonging varies, the
underlying themes (i.e., students having an emotional attachment to others, having a
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place within their school, and having a sense of inclusion) noted in the definitions remain
the same.

To provide a broad overview of studies assessing the sense of school belonging, the
present review was guided by the definition proposed by Goodenow and Grady [9] who
defined school belonging as the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected,
included, and supported by people, especially teachers and other adults, in the school’s
social environment. As argued by Allen et al. [10], this definition emphasises the multiple
features of school belonging for students, as well as the broader socio-ecological context of
peers, students, and teachers within the school environment. The use of Goodenow and
Grady’s [9] definition is reasonable and justified given the aim of the present systematic
review—to identify as many predictors of school belonging as possible and classify them
according to the Bronfenbrenner [11] bioecological model of human development.

1.2. A Framework for Assessing Predictors of School Belonging

According to the bioecological model [11], a person’s environment consists of several
levels that range from the immediate micro-system with which the person has direct contact
to the larger macro-system, which is composed of the structural and institutional arrange-
ments of the country in which the person resides, as well as changes over time in the person
and environment. The Bronfenbrenner model helps understand the multi-layered social
contexts that affect the sense of school belonging [6,10,12,13]. According to Allen et al. [10],
the sense of school belonging is influenced by individual, relational, and organisational
factors inside a broader school setting and within a certain political, geographical, and
cultural landscape unique to that setting. The Bronfenbrenner socio-ecological model
therefore posits that a sense of school belonging may result from a combination of factors
that stretch across multiple interrelated layers of the social environment, not simply from
individual-level factors [14,15].

The individual level refers to the individual student, and the predictor variables at
this level represent the student characteristics that contribute to his or her sense of school
belonging (e.g., demographic characteristics such as gender, age, minority status, academic
achievement, academic self-regulation, future aspirations, depressive symptoms, anxiety,
and other personal characteristics) [16-21]. The micro level showcases the importance of
close relationships for a student’s sense of school belonging. Relationships with parents,
peers, and teachers are at the forefront of this level (e.g., family support for learning, parent—
student relationships, positive relationships among students and teachers, and academic
support shown by teachers and peers) [19,20,22]. The meso level includes the broader
school environment, including school processes, practices, pedagogy, and policies (e.g.,
students’ participation in extracurricular activities, school policy measures, and support
for staft’s professional development). The exo level refers to the broader context in which
the school is situated (e.g., the school neighbourhood). The macro level refers to even
broader aspects, such as public policies and legislation at the national level (e.g., laws and
strategies). The chrono level refers to changes over time in the person and environment
(e.g., the sense of school belonging measured at different time points).

1.3. Research Gaps

Considerable amounts of research, including some meta-studies [23] and systematic
reviews [24,25], have examined the sense of school belonging as an independent variable
predicting specific positive and negative academic, behavioural, and psychological (socio-
emotional) outcomes among students. Less, but still significant, scholarly attention has been
devoted to different predictors of the sense of school belonging [26]. Because of the different
approaches to investigating school belonging, however, the findings are fragmented across
the literature [27,28], and to date, little is known about the actual predictors that influence
students’ sense of school belonging [27,29-33], and even less is known about the sense
of school belonging among different groups of students. A lack of consideration of the
predictors of the sense of school belonging has limited the understanding of this important
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educational construct and therefore presents an open challenge for educational research,
which this systematic review aims to adress.

A systematic review of the fragmented literature in the field should increase our
understanding of the possible array of sources that influence the sense of school belonging.
Classifying those sources according to the bioecological model of human development [11]
could help us assess how various systems contribute to the students’ sense of school be-
longing, especially when their individual characteristics are taken into account. Taking into
consideration the revealed positive outcomes of students” high sense of school belonging
and the negative outcomes of a low sense of school belonging makes research progress in
the field necessary and crucial. Knowing and understanding the predictors of school belong-
ing is important not only for building theories of students’ sense of school belonging [16]
but also for designing evidence-based policy interventions and educational practices for its
promotion [34]. This systematic review builds on an existing meta-study [6] and systematic
review [35] in several ways to contribute to a thorough and in-depth understanding of the
predictors of the sense of school belonging.

The sense of school belonging is a developing research field, and this review thus takes
the latest research into account. It also involves studies that researched the sense of school
belonging among students aged 6-19 years old, while existing reviews have focused on
adolescent students (12-19 years old). As Quinn and Oldmeadow [36] pointed out, one can-
not ignore the fact that a sense of belonging is important for children of all ages. Elementary
school is the foundational period for students’ formal education, so students’ experiences
in elementary school directly affect their subsequent school development [37,38]. The
Progress in International Reading Study (PIRLS) and Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study (TIMSS) measured the achievement of fourth-grade students, and some
individual studies [28,39,40] have also confirmed this importance. Existing evidence, how-
ever, suggests that different factors may influence the sense of school belonging at different
year levels [28].

In addition to quantitative studies, qualitative studies are also included in the sys-
tematic review. This may extend the possible array of factors of school belonging, which
may have been overlooked in quantitative studies. Although Bronfenbrenner’s [11] bioe-
cological model of human development has already been recognised as beneficial for
understanding the different predictors at different levels (individual, micro, meso, exo,
macro, and chrono) that affect the sense of school belonging [6], this systematic review
builds on these findings by not limiting itself to certain pre-selected predictors and by
taking the interplay of individual-level and other bioecological-level predictors into ac-
count. This review thus considers that existing individual studies have revealed different
groups of students experiencing different levels of the sense of school belonging [16,17] and
examines whether and how the predictors of the sense of school belonging differ among
different groups of students. These findings are then critically discussed through the lens
of equity in education as an important educational goal, which should enable all students
to develop their potential [41].

1.4. Aims and Research Questions

The present systematic review aims to identify the predictors of school belonging
by examining studies where a sense of school belonging was examined as a dependent
variable or outcome. Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory, we systematically classify
predictors of school belonging at different levels of the students” environment. Recognising
that a sense of school belonging is the result of the interplay of individual and wider
environmental factors, this systematic review also aims to clarify which environmental
factors are important for fostering the sense of school belonging among different groups
of students. Additionally, we critically examine the findings from the perspective of
equity in education. Based on these notions, this systematic review was driven by the
following research questions: (a) What are the predictors of a sense of school belonging at
the individual, micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono levels; (b) Do these predictors differ
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based on students’ age, gender, minority status, and academic achievement and/or other
students’ individual characteristics, and if so, how?

2. Method
2.1. Literature Search—Phase 1 (Database Search)

The present systematic review used the latest checklist of the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement [42]. We employed
a systematic literature review methodology to provide a comprehensive and rigorous
examination of the existing research on predictors of the sense of school belonging. Our
review followed the updated PRISMA 2020 checklist [42], addressing all relevant criteria,
except result analyses, as this systematic review did not include meta-analysis. The review
and its protocol were not previously registered.

The following search string was used to identify articles for the systematic literature
review: belong or connectedness or relatedness or membership or sense belong*, pre-
dictor or factor, and school. The same search string was applied consistently across all
corresponding databases.

The following five databases were used to identify relevant journal articles in March
of 2023: Web of Science, PsycARTICLES, ERIC, Scopus, and SOC INDEX. The databases
were selected to capture the multidisciplinary nature of the sense of school belonging, a
construct that spans various research fields such as psychology and educational sciences.
This selection aligns with the interdisciplinary scope of the topic, ensuring access to a
comprehensive range of peer-reviewed journal articles.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria are summarised in Table 1. To be included in the
review, articles needed to meet all specified inclusion criteria. Additional details on these
criteria, along with examples of excluded studies, are provided below:

(1) Sense of school belonging was operationalised as the sense of school belonging or
school belonging or defined in a way that mirrored the definition of Goodenow
and Grady [9]. Specifically, studies researching school belonging according to this
definition typically employ the Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale
(PSSM) but also other related constructs (i.e., school connectedness as measured by
Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. [43], peer relatedness as measured by Mikami et al. [44],
school bonding as measured by Oelsner et al. [45]).

(2)  Sense of school belonging (or any related construct) was measured as a dependent
variable or outcome. Therefore, studies in which the construct was not measured as
the outcome or dependent variable were omitted.

(38) All possible variables that contribute to a sense of school belonging were included to
be later organised into groups and presented as results at the individual, micro, meso,
exo, macro, and chrono levels. Studies were excluded if coding predictors or themes
related to the sense of school belonging was not feasible.

(4) Participants in the study were between 6 and 19 years of age, which is the typical age
range for students in primary and secondary school. In other words, studies focusing
on college students or school belonging in the college setting were excluded. This
was achieved by reviewing the sample sections of each article’s methodology; studies
were excluded if they specifically mentioned college students or included age ranges
corresponding to college-aged individuals or older.

(5) The article describing the study was written in the English language but not geograph-
ically limited. Studies not written in the English language were excluded.

(6) The peer-reviewed articles included in this review were published between 1990
and 2023, with search criteria set to exclude studies published prior to 1990. This
timeframe was selected because research on the sense of school belonging emerged
around this period, marking the initial development of studies on the construct [9,46].
Studies outside the specified timeframe were excluded.
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Table 1. The criteria for inclusion and exclusion in the systematic literature search.

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria
Sense of school belonging or similar construct Construct in the study is not sense of
Construct L L -
mirroring the definition by Goodenow and Grady [9] school belonging
Sense of school belonging was studied as an outcome Sense of school belonging is not
Outcome .
in the study an outcome
. Predictors or themes of sense of school belonging Research question is not related to
Research question .
are assessed predictors or themes

Participants are limited to primary and secondary

Participants school students (age range: 6 o 19 years) Participants do not fall within age range
Language English Not English
Publication Peer reviewed, published between 1990 and 2023 Outside defined range

Figure 1 depicts the steps of the systematic review methodology used in the present
study. In the identification stage, the search yielded a total of 8522 titles, of which
8500 remained after duplicates were excluded. Duplicates were removed manually af-
ter all titles were entered into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. In the screening stage, the
titles and abstracts of all 8500 articles were screened using a set of predetermined selection
criteria (Table 1) to obtain an initial draft list of eligible studies for inclusion in the system-
atic review. Based on the initial screening of titles and abstracts, we selected 294 studies that
potentially met our inclusion criteria (studies were excluded if there was explicit evidence
that any inclusion criteria had been breached). These studies were all thoroughly read by
one author and assessed against the inclusion criteria (Table 1) once more. In the third step,
based on a complete reading of all of the articles, 86 articles were selected for inclusion
in this systematic review. Studies were excluded if they did not fit each of the inclusion
criteria defined. Due to the large number of studies that met the criteria for inclusion in the
systematic review after the initial database search, we opted not to expand our search (i.e.,
checking the reference lists of identified studies or further identifying studies based on a
secondary search of the databases).

2.2. Information Retrieval and Coding Process

To collect the descriptive information on all included studies, we coded the selected
studies in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. A coding scheme detailing what to extract from
each study was developed based on the initial research questions.

The following information was coded: authors of the study, year of publication, journal
name, location (country of data collection), description of the sample (number and age of
students, school level, number of schools), dependent variable (operationalisation of the
school belonging construct), identified predictors, description of the study focusing on how
the data were collected, and data analysis method. Data were extracted and coded by one
author, with any issues resolved through collaborative discussions with the other authors
to ensure accuracy. As a single author performed all coding, reliability statistics (e.g., kappa
coefficient) were not calculated.

Upon completing the extraction and coding process, a comprehensive table of all
studies and predictors was compiled in Microsoft Excel. One of the authors grouped the
predictors into themes and classified them based on the levels of Bronfenbrenner’s bioe-
cological model. Two remaining authors independently checked the predictors and their
classification. Discrepancies were resolved by conversation until an agreement was reached.
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Identification of studies via databases

)
£ Records identified from Web of Records removed before
= Science, PsycARTICLES, ERIC, screening:
!§ Scopus, and SOC INDEX: —»| - Duplicate records removed
§ (N =8522) (N=22)
Records screened )
(N = 8500) Records excluded with reasons:
- Incorrect construct
- Incorrect outcome
- Incorrect research question(s)
- Participants age
- Publication not in English
2 - Insufficient year of publication
g (N = 8206)
3
v
Reports assessed for eligibility Reports excluded wijch rea'son.s:
(N =294) - As above not meeting criteria
(N =208)
| SR
)
E Studies included in review
é (N =86)

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews. Figure created based on PRISMA
2020 template [42].

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of Reviewed Studies

A total of 86 studies were reviewed in the present systematic review. A summary of
the included studies is presented in Table S1 in Supplementary Materials. Quantitative
predictors are reported from 77 studies (which reported results based on multiple regression,
structural equation modeling, growth curve modeling, path analysis, and hierarchical
linear modeling), and qualitative factors are reported from nine studies (which reported
results based on qualitative analysis, thematic analysis, or interpretative phenomenological
analysis). Only statistically significant predictors from quantitative studies and factors
presented as contributing to students’ sense of school belonging from qualitative studies
have been included in the present systematic review. Studies were published between
1998 and February 2023. Data were collected between 1988 and 2022. Most of the studies



Eur. ]. Investig. Health Psychol. Educ. 2024, 14 2907

reviewed (81 of 86) were conducted in individual countries, and the majority of these
studies were conducted in the United States of America (38 studies), 14 studies were
conducted in Europe, 13 studies in Australia and New Zealand, 12 studies in Asia, three in
Canada, and one in Peru. The remaining five studies used data from multiple countries
collected in international large-scale assessment studies (e.g., Programme for International
Student Assessment, PISA).

3.2. Studies (Not) Identifying Predictors at Different Bioecological Levels

This section (Figure 2) presents the number of studies that took predictors at different
bioecological levels into account and the number of predictors identified. These data may
explain the small/huge number of predictors at each level identified and the number of
predictors for which the moderate to strong effect was not confirmed, and they indicate
research gaps in the field.

80
m Total Studies Conducted
70
60
@ m Total Studies Confirming
‘g 50 - Association with Sense of School
& Belonging
S 40 . .
5 Number of Predictors Found in
2 - R
£ 30 | Confirming Studies
=3
2
20 Studies Assessing Group
Differences in Predictors of Sense
10 I IH of School Belonging
0 | | I | ™ . m [L | [ [} ™ m Studies Finding Group Differences
Individual Micro Meso Exo Macro  Chrono
Levels of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model

Figure 2. Distribution of Studies and Findings Across Different Levels of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecolog-

ical System.

The systematic review revealed that the greatest number of predictors of the sense of
school belonging, which have a moderate to large effect, was identified at the individual
level (24 predictors) by the 70 studies identified. At the micro level, seven predictors were
identified in 45 of the studies analysed. At the meso level, 12 predictors were identified,
although all of the studies analysed (35) did not consistently reveal the particular fac-
tor /predictor as having a moderate or strong effect on the sense of school belonging. At the
exo level, six predictors were identified by 13 studies. At the macro level, four predictors
were identified by four studies analysed. At the chrono level, all studies analysed (11)
identified changes in the sense of school belonging over time. In the next section, we
present the predictors identified in the studies included in the review in more detail.

3.3. Predictors of School Belonging from the Studies Reviewed

In examining the predictors of a sense of school belonging, we systematically cat-
egorised findings from the 86 studies reviewed, aligning each identified predictor with
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development to capture the contextual lev-
els influencing students’ sense of school belonging. We classified the identified predictors
into themes (Table 2). The themes were then further classified according to the individual,
micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono levels of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of
human development. To better understand the association of a specific predictor with
the sense of school belonging, effects were interpreted as in the work done by Bardach &
Klassen [47]. Thus, in quantitative studies, we did not simply focus on whether a predictor
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was significant or not; if sufficient data were available on the association (correlation)
between predictor and sense of school belonging, we interpreted the magnitude of the
association. Effects were interpreted in line with Cohen’s [48] recommendations: values
over 0.10, 0.30, and 0.50 were interpreted as small, medium, and large, respectively. Values

below 0.10 were defined as trivial.

Table 2. Identified Significant Positive and Negative Predictors of Students’ Sense of School Belonging

at Different Levels of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of Human Development.

Findings
Level
Significant Positive Predictors Significant Negative Predictors
. . . A nder, academic achievement, educational
Age, gender, academic achievement, educational track, &€, genaet, ac . .e € achievemen, e. catio
. . g . track, students living arrangements with parents,
socioeconomic status (SES), parents” education, J . . L
- . - ethnicity and race, immigrant and minority status,
students living arrangements with parents, ethnicity . . .
.9 L - physical appearance and sexual orientation,
and race, immigrant and minority status, physical , ) Lo
. . ] students’ (academic) behaviour in school
appearance and sexual orientation, students . .
. N . . (including teacher and parent reports of student
.. (academic) behaviour in school (including teacher and . .
Individual . behaviour), problem behaviour, substance use,
parent reports of student behaviour), substance use, . ; . .
. . . . .. social media use, emotional feelings, and
social media use, emotional feelings and functioning, .. , .
Py . ) . functioning, students’ perceptions of the
students’ self-perception, students’ perceptions of the : : . .
. . ; environment around them, internalising
environment around them, well-being, students s pre . L. e . .
. . ) . difficulties, externalising difficulties, sensation
expectations, social goals, coping strategies, and . . . ;
. . seeking, social goals, coping strategies, and
problem-solving skills. . .
problem-solving skills.
. . . . Parent and family relationships, parent
. Parent and family relationships, parent involvement, . y NSpS, parent
Micro . . . . . involvement, problematic peers, discrimination,
peer relationships, and relationships with teachers. . R .
and being a victim of bullying.
School size, SES at school level, school composition, School size, SES at school level, school
teaching practices, classroom goals, classroom climate, composition, school violence, teaching practices,
Meso school support practices, autonomy supporting classroom goals, school disciplinary practices,
practices, school disciplinary practices, other school other school policies and practices, and
icies and practices, and extracurricular activities. extracurricular activities.
olici . icul A icul N
e . Educational instability due to residential chan
Student’s participation in youth-based community cato y Y dueto reside changes,
o " . the percentage of renters in the neighbourhood,
Exo organisations, percentage of non-US citizens in . .
. schools in urban areas, and students paying
the neighbourhood. their rent
Higher gross domestic product, religiosity, and . .
Macro ghers p s Telg Y Hierarchical cultures.
OECD country.
Chrono High school belonging at previous time points. Low school belonging in middle school.

In all of the studies (Table 2) where the associations were confirmed, the predictors
on the individual proved to be significant but mostly had a small to moderate effect in
explaining the sense of school belonging. Predictors that proved to have the strongest but
still moderate positive and negative effects on the individual level were student’s academic
behaviour (e.g., active participation, doing homework, academic engagement, prosocial
behaviour, skipping school, nonattendance, being unprepared for class) [19-21,49-53],
problematic behaviour (e.g., deviant behaviour, conduct problems, delinquency) [45,54,55],
student’s internalising (e.g., depression and anxiety) [32,50,56-59], externalising difficulties
(e.g., sleep problems) [32,50,60], student’s future and educational expectations [21,61], well-
being (e.g., general health, school satisfaction) [16,40,62,63], and social goals (e.g., social
affiliation goals for school and social development goals) [28,64,65].

On a micro level, the predictor that proved to have the largest effect in explaining
school belonging was the student’s relationship with teachers (e.g., connectedness to
teachers, teacher support, teacher likeability) [20,33,66-77].
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Fewer studies focused on identifying the predictors of school belonging on the meso,
exo, macro, and chrono levels. In all of the studies where such associations were confirmed,
the predictors proved to be significant, but there were only two predictors that proved to
have a large effect in explaining school belonging: positive classroom climate [16,19,20,78]
and school support practices (e.g., school guidance, support services, priority for pastoral
care, support of special educational needs) [20,33,79-81].

On an exo level, six studies [52,82-86] were identified. In all of the studies, the associ-
ations between the mentioned predictors and school belonging proved to be significant,
but it was not possible to identify the effect sizes for the predictors from the methodology
used. On a macro level, four studies [14,67,69,87] were identified. In all of the studies, the
associations between the mentioned predictors and school belonging proved to be signifi-
cant, but here, too, it was not possible to identify the effect sizes of the predictors from the
methodology used. On a chrono level, we identified 11 studies [15,21,44,55,60,88-93] that
focused on longitudinal approaches to examining students’ sense of belonging, and all of
the studies confirmed significant changes to the sense of school belonging over time.

Our review of 86 studies reveals that predictors of a sense of school belonging vary by
Bronfenbrenner’s model levels: individual predictors showed small to moderate effects,
teacher relationships had strong micro-level effects, and classroom climate and school
support practices were key at the meso level. Limited studies at the exo, macro, and chrono
levels showed significant associations, with chrono-level studies indicating changes over
time. It is also important to note that this review does not consider the interrelatedness
of predictors at different levels of the bioecological model of human development, as,
for example, individual behaviour, teacher-student relationships, and classroom climate
collectively shape students’ sense of school belonging.

3.4. Predictors of the Sense of School Belonging of Different Groups of Students

As explained in Section 3.2, few of the identified studies examined the predictors
of the sense of school belonging among different groups of students or noted that these
predictors differ among particular groups of students (grade level, gender, and immigrant
status). In Table 3, the findings of the systematic review of those studies are presented.

Table 3. Predictors of the sense of school belonging of different groups of students.

Findings
. ipe . . . Non-Significant
Level Predictor Study Positive Predictors Negative Predictors Predictor
Ace Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. Age (for high Age (for middle
& (2019) [43] school students) school students)
- - Academic achievement Academic achievement
Academic achievement Ma (2003) [16] (for 8th grade students) (for 6th grade students)
Educational track Aerts et al. (2012) [17] Arts ec(lfl.:) Cra;i(r)]r; ")ﬂ track Arts e?fl(l)cragio(;féil track
A Technical track . .
erts et al. (2012) [17] (for boys) Technical track (for girls)
SES (for 8th SES (for 6th
Individual SES Ma (2003) [16] grade students) grade students)
Students’ living Not living with both Not living with both

arrangements

Azagba et al. (2014) [87]

parents (for girls)

parents (for boys)

Physical appearance and
sexual orientation

Aerts et al. (2012) [17]

Bisexual and
homosexual orientation

Bisexual and
homosexual orientation

(for girls) (for boys)
Sampasa-Kanvinga et al Moderate use of social Heavy use of social
Social media use p 2019 [}Zm]g ’ media (for high media (for middle
( ) [42 school students) school students)
- P Sleep problems Sleep problems
Externalising difficulties Bao et al. (2018) [60] (for boys) (for girls)
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Table 3. Cont.

Findings
Level Predictor Study Positive Predictors Negative Predictors Non-Significant
Predictor
. . Parental involvement at Parental involvement at
Parent involvement Uslu and Gizir (2017) [77] school (for boys) school (for girls)
.. Parental involvement at Parental involvement at
Uslu and Gizir (2017) [77] home (for girls) home (for boys)
Soft grading (for Soft grading (for
Teaching practices He and Fischer (2020) [94] immigrant students non-immigrant students
in Italy) in Italy)
Soft grading (for Soft grading (for
He and Fischer (2020) [94] immigrant students non-immigrant students
Micro in Germany) in Germany)
Hard grading (for Hard grading (for
He and Fischer (2020) [94] non-immigrant students immigrant students
in Spain) in Spain)
Hard grading (for Hard grading (for
He and Fischer (2020) [94] non-immigrant students immigrant students in
in Italy) Italy)
Hard grading (for Hard grading (for
He and Fischer (2020) [94] immigrant students non-immigrant students
in Germany) in Germany)
. Academic pressure (for Academic pressure (for
Classroom climate Ma (2003) [16] 6th grade students) 8th grade students)
School disciplinary Ma (2003) [16] Disciplinary climate (for Disciplinary climate (for
Meso practices 8th grade students) 6th grade students)

Other school policies

He and Fischer (2020) [94]

School language
different than heritage
language (for immigrant
students in Germany)

School language
different than heritage
language (for immigrant
students in Germany)

Note. In all of the studies, the effect size was measured by the regression coefficient and proved to be significant,
except for the study conducted by Uslu and Gizir [77].

Some studies (Table 3) included in the systematic review reported differences in the
predictors of different groups of students (i.e., differences in the valence or significance of a
given predictor). On the individual level, studies [16,17,60,87] mostly found predictors to
differ by gender (e.g., a predictor was significant for one gender and not the other). Aerts
etal. [17] reported that an arts educational track was a positive predictor for girls but not
for boys; a technical track was found to be a negative predictor for boys and not for girls.
Sexual orientation was a negative predictor for girls but not for boys [17]. Azagba et al. [87]
found not living with both parents to be a negative predictor for girls but not for boys.
Externalising difficulties (e.g., sleep problems) were found to be a negative predictor for
boys but not for girls [60]. In addition, Ma [16] and Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. [43] reported
that individual-level predictors differed based on students’ grade level or age. Ma [16]
found socioeconomic status (SES) to be a positive predictor for Grade 8 students but not for
those in Grade 6. Academic achievement was reported as a negative predictor for Grade
6 students and a positive predictor for Grade 8 [16]. Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. [43] reported
age to be a negative predictor for high school students but not for middle school students.

On the micro level, predictors differed based on gender [77] and immigrant status [94].
Uslu and Gizir [77] found parental involvement at school to be a positive predictor for
boys but not for girls and parental involvement at home to be a positive predictor for girls
but not for boys. He and Fischer [94] found teaching practices to differ as predictors for
different groups of students. Soft grading was a positive predictor for immigrant students
in Italy and a negative predictor for non-immigrant students. In Germany, soft grading
was a negative predictor only for immigrant students but not for non-immigrant students.
Hard grading practices were found to be a positive predictor for non-immigrant students
in Spain and Italy but not for immigrant students in these two countries. Hard grading
practices were also a negative predictor for immigrant students in Germany but not for
non-immigrant students.
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On the meso level, predictors differed based on students’ age [16]. Classroom climate
(i.e., academic pressure) was found to be a predictor for 6th grade students but not 8th grade
students [16]. Ma [16] also found the school disciplinary practices (i.e., the disciplinary
climate) to be a predictor of Grade 8 students but not Grade 6. No studies assessed the dif-
ferences of groups of students based on their academic achievement (i.e., low achievement
vs. high achievement). As indicated in Table 3, no studies were identified for predictors at
the exo, macro, and chrono levels.

To summarise, the present review reveals that predictors of a sense of school belonging
vary by gender, grade level, and immigrant status. For example, individual predictors like
arts education and SES impact gender and grade differently, while micro-level influences
such as parental involvement and grading vary by gender and immigrant status. Meso-
level predictors, including classroom climate and disciplinary practices, differ by age. No
group-difference studies were identified for exo-, macro-, or chrono-level predictors, nor
studies that would assess the differences in the sense of school belonging based on students’
academic achievement.

4. Discussion

The present review indicates that the predictors at the individual level of the Bron-
fenbrenner bioecological system have received the most research attention, followed by
predictors at the micro and meso levels. Furthermore, there also appears to be a lack of
studies researching the interplay of individual and different environmental (micro, meso,
exo, macro) factors, which would clearly indicate the predictors of the sense of school
belonging among different groups of students.

Furthermore, we can conclude that predictors of students” sense of school belonging
vary across different levels of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development,
with most identified at the individual level, showing small to moderate effects. Teacher
relationships on the micro level and classroom climate and school support practices on
the meso level also proved to be significant. However, few studies explore interactions
across different levels or account for factors like gender, grade level, and immigrant status,
underscoring a gap in research on how these contexts interrelate. Emphasising predictors at
multiple levels could support vulnerable student groups and promote equity in education.

To ensure equity in education, it is important that each individual’s needs are met
and that students can cultivate their potential [41]. Taking into consideration some of the
findings from previous individual studies, which indicated that some groups of students
(e.g., boys, low SES students, low-achieving students, students with immigrant and mi-
nority backgrounds) express a lower sense of school belonging than their peers [16,17,95],
along with other research findings that indicate school belonging is a predictor of several
academic, behavioural, and psychological outcomes [23], a sense of school belonging can
be understood as an important measure for minimising students’ barriers to success, max-
imising their potential, and thus promoting equity in education. Understanding equity
as an opportunity to enable all students to develop their potential while respecting their
differences and different needs calls for the development of positive school-level (Bronfen-
brenner meso level) predictors that will enable each student to feel accepted and satisfy
his /her basic psychological need to belong.

The limited number of such studies not only limits the achievement of the aims of this
systematic review and our ability to answer the second research question—"Do predictors
of the sense of school belonging differ based on students” age, gender, minority status,
academic achievement, and/or individual characteristics, and if so, how?”—but, more
importantly, it also provides an important obstacle in planning evidence-based interven-
tions for fostering school belonging among different groups of students, particularly those
who are at risk of feeling alienated from school. Although there is evidence in favour
of universal approaches that target all students (e.g., the whole-school approach) [34],
Berryman and Elley [96] (pp. 989-990) noted that, “when the notion of belonging at school
has been posited as having the same meaning and influence on educational experiences
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for all students then we are in danger of missing or trivializing the experiences for the
marginalized, the othered or the alienated”. Furthermore, Cornelius-White [97] highlighted
the relatedness of student-centred teacher variables and positive student outcomes, while
DeNicolo et al. [98] exposed the importance of “humanizing pedagogies that honour stu-
dents” wholeness, acknowledge the intersectionality they embody, and recenter students’
lives in teaching and learning”. This means continuously engaging in assessments of
all student needs and making necessary adjustments to the interventions, either to meet
specific developmental needs at a particular grade level [80], needs originating from an
immigrant background [86], or any other student individual characteristic.

The findings of this review highlight the importance of personal and psychological
support within schools to enhance students’ sense of belonging. Fostering teacher—student
relationships and implementing strategies that support mental health, engagement, and
positive behaviour are essential. Policies that promote teacher training in social-emotional
skills, supportive practices, and community engagement can further strengthen school
belonging by cultivating a positive classroom climate and linking students with family and
community resources [6,99].

4.1. Limitations

Before any conclusions can be drawn, it is important to recognise the limitations of
this systematic review. First, most of the studies included in the systematic review were
based on correlations or models that depended on the associations between variables. This
means that although we are talking about predictors of school belonging, the research
designs of most of the included studies did not take causality into account, as there were
no experiments present. Therefore, we cannot fully assess the influence of the predictors on
school belonging, as this is limited by the research methodology in the reviewed studies.

Second, as we gathered a sufficient quantity of studies for the review through the
database search, we opted not to conduct a backward citations search (e.g., searching the
reference lists of already included articles). There is thus a possibility that we have missed
relevant studies due to our methodology.

By considering the sense of school belonging among different groups of students, the
article neglects the intersectionality of these particular groups’ identities and their need
to belong (see also [98]), as this is beyond the scope of the present article. However, this
review exposes that the different needs of students should be considered when addressing
their sense of school belonging.

The concentration of research in the United States, with limited representation from
other regions, suggests that findings on the sense of school belonging may reflect cultural
or systemic educational factors specific to Western contexts. This geographical distribution
implies a potential gap in understanding a sense of school belonging in underrepresented
regions, highlighting the importance of expanding research in diverse cultural and educa-
tional contexts to inform a more global understanding of factors that influence the sense of
school belonging.

4.2. Recommendations for Future Research

To address the limitations of the findings in the review, future studies should incor-
porate longitudinal designs or experimental approaches that can better capture changes
over time and identify cause—effect relationships in students’ sense of school belonging.
Incorporating intersectionality into future research could also significantly enrich our un-
derstanding of the sense of school belonging by recognising the complexity of student
identities. Examining how intersecting identities such as race, gender, and socioeconomic
status shape students’ experiences could reveal nuanced insights into the factors influencing
their sense of school belonging.

As the study highlights the importance of personal and relational support systems
within schools, emphasising teacher—student relationships and inclusive school policies as
key to fostering a sense of belonging, by addressing these diverse predictors at multiple
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levels, future research can build a more comprehensive, equity-centred foundation for sup-
porting students’” sense of school belonging. Given the significant environmental changes
(chrono level) brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted schooling in
recent years, it should be regarded as an important factor influencing the sense of school be-
longing [100]. Future research should focus on identifying whether and how the predictors
of school belonging changed during and after the pandemic.

5. Conclusions

The results of study reveal individual factors (e.g., age, gender, academic achieve-
ment, educational track, socioeconomic status) as important predictors of sense of school
belonging and demonstrate the lack of studies that take into consideration the interplay of
different (micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono) levels in addressing the sense of school
belonging, namely how relationships with parents, peers, and teachers (micro level), school
processes, practices, pedagogy, and policies (meso level), school neighbourhood (exo level),
public policies and legislation at the national level (macro level), and changes over time in
the person and environment (chrono level) are related to the sense of school belonging of
students with different individual characteristics.

The complex and multi-factorial nature of the construct of a sense of school belong-
ing [101] revealed that fostering school belonging should be understood as a reciprocal
process in which individual characteristics as well as environmental experiences and social
processes may have an influence. Fostering the sense of school belonging for all students,
particularly for vulnerable students, should be understood as an important measure for
promoting equity in education, as school belonging is a predictor of several academic,
behavioural, and psychological outcomes [23]. Further research on micro-, meso-, exo-,
macro-, and chrono-level factors, as well as their interplay with individual factors, should
be promoted to support evidence-based interventions in the field (see also [6]). The meso-
level factors, which involve several school-level factors over which schools have control,
and their relationship with individual-level factors, should be given particular consider-
ation when treating the school as the main socialising unit which promotes the sense of
school belonging, as well as the institution that plays an important role in promoting social
equity. As such, the sense of school belonging not only functions as a privilege that adheres
to other systemic privileges but as a right available to all students [102].
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