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This longitudinal study examined how school belonging changes over the years of high school, and how it is
associated with academic achievement and motivation. Students from Latin American, Asian, and European
backgrounds participated (N = 572; age span = 13.94–19.15 years). In ninth grade, girls’ school belonging was
higher than boys’. Over the course of high school, however, girls’ school belonging declined, whereas boys’
remained stable. Within-person longitudinal analyses indicated that years in which students had higher school
belonging were also years in which they felt that school was more enjoyable and more useful, above and
beyond their actual level of achievement. Results highlight the importance of belonging for maintaining stu-
dents’ academic engagement during the teenage years.

Late adolescence, when students are in high school,
may be a time when feeling a sense of belonging or
connectedness with one’s school is critically impor-
tant. High school students, for example, reach the
age at which education is no longer compulsory,
and the extent to which students maintain a sense
of belonging at school may predict whether or not
they leave high school prematurely, a decision that
can have life-long social and economic implications
(Finn, 1989; Rouse & Kemple, 2009). Despite the
importance of school belonging during this devel-
opmental period, most research has been conducted
with children and early adolescents, leaving school
belonging among middle and late adolescents rela-
tively unexplored (Liu & Lu, 2011; Witherspoon &
Ennett, 2011).

In particular, little is known about what happens
to school belonging over the course of high school
and the extent to which school belonging is truly
associated with academic achievement and values
among high school students from different ethnic
backgrounds. Although findings from early adoles-
cence suggest that students may become progres-
sively less connected to school over time, key
differences between early and middle to late adoles-
cents suggest that declines in school belonging that
occur in middle school may not continue into high
school (Anderman, 2003; Witherspoon & Ennett,
2011). Furthermore, although school belonging is
often found to be associated with academic achieve-

ment and values (Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Roe-
ser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996), there are some
inconsistencies in these findings (Booker, 2006; Dot-
terer, McHale, & Crouter, 2007; Liu & Lu, 2011;
Singh, Chang, & Dika, 2010).

To address the limitations of previous school
belonging work, the current study followed a
diverse group of students across each year of high
school. This longitudinal study was specifically
designed to investigate whether school belonging
tends to decline over the course of high school and
whether high school students’ school belonging
translates into higher academic achievement and
motivation. In examining school belonging, we
focused on students’ social and emotional connec-
tion with their academic institutions or the people
within their academic institutions. Other researchers
have examined differently named constructs (e.g.,
school identity, school connectedness, and emotional
engagement) that, despite their names, tap essentially
the same concepts. In the review that follows, there-
fore, we include work that focuses on students’
social and emotional connections to school, regard-
less of the exact nomenclature.

Development of School Belonging

Although there is individual variability in how
school belonging changes over the course of
development, there is a generally normative trend
for school belonging to decline from childhood to
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early adolescence (Anderman, 2003; Anderman &
Anderman, 1999). In childhood, when students are
in elementary school, reports of school belonging
tend to be universally high (Fredricks, Blumenfeld,
Friedel, & Paris, 2005). As students enter adoles-
cence, average school belonging tends to drop sig-
nificantly, especially among students transitioning
into middle school (Eccles et al., 1993). Across the
course of the early adolescence, school belonging
generally continues to decline (Anderman, 2002;
Ding & Hall, 2007).

Unlike school belonging research conducted with
children and early adolescents, the limited school
belonging research that has been conducted with
older students offers mixed findings. A few studies
have examined students’ school belonging as they
transition from middle to high school. These studies
indicate that compared to the transition to middle
school, changes in school belonging may be less
normative when transitioning to high school (Ben-
ner & Graham, 2007). Most studies that have exam-
ined school belonging beyond the high school
transition have relied on cross-sectional data.
Although some of these cross-sectional studies sug-
gest that school belonging generally declines over
the course of high school, others suggest that school
belonging remains stable or increases slightly
(Meeus & Dekovic, 1995; Whitlock, 2006). Wither-
spoon and Ennett (2011) conducted one of the few
studies that has employed longitudinal data among
high school students; they found that school
belonging decreased during the transition to and
1st year of high school, but then increased slightly
across the rest of high school. This study, however,
focused only on students from predominately rural
counties. Thus, unlike in childhood and early ado-
lescence, it is not clear whether there are general
trends in school belonging across middle and late
adolescence. Unfortunately, even turning to an
examination of the theoretical reasons why school
belonging declines across development offers equiv-
ocal predictions for what might happen in late ado-
lescence.

As argued by stage-environment fit theory, one
reason for the drop in school belonging among
early adolescents is a relatively ubiquitous mis-
match between adolescent students’ developmental
needs and the environments that their schools typi-
cally provide (Eccles & Roeser, 2009; Eccles et al.,
1993). As students enter adolescence, for exam-
ple, their developmental needs for autonomy and
positive relationships with nonparental adults
increase (Eccles, Early, Fraser, Belansky, & McCar-
thy, 1997). Simultaneously, however, the structures

of most adolescents’ schools tend to provide
authoritarian rule enforcement and few opportuni-
ties for the development of teacher–student rela-
tionships (Eccles et al., 1993; Roeser, Eccles, &
Sameroff, 2000). As indicated earlier, school belong-
ing does tend to decrease after middle school
matriculation, and it continues to decrease over the
course of middle school (e.g., Finn, 1989; Whitlock,
2006). This decline is especially steep among stu-
dents who report that their needs are not met and,
importantly, school belonging declines less or not at
all among the minority of middle school students
who report that their needs are met by their school
environments (Anderman, 2003; Brewster & Bowen,
2004; Eccles et al., 1997).

Similarities between middle and high school
environments and students may result in continued
needs–environment mismatches among a majority
of high school students. Like middle schools, high
schools tend to be large and have fully departmen-
talized curriculums, both of which can attenuate
feelings of autonomy and student–teacher relation-
ships (Alfaro, Umaña-Taylor, & Bamaca, 2006;
Davis, 2003; Gilman & Anderman, 2006). Differ-
ences between middle and high school environ-
ments and students, however, may result in better
fit between high school environments and students’
developmental needs. Compared to middle schools,
for example, high schools tend to offer students
more choice in coursework and have more support
staff (e.g., guidance counselors), meeting students’
needs for autonomous decision making and sup-
portive adult relationships (Eccles & Roeser, 2005;
Hargreaves, Earl, & Ryan, 1996). High school stu-
dents, themselves, may need less support from their
school environment given that they are older and
more mature, have already successfully navigated
one major school transition, and generally have
already entered puberty and therefore are not
simultaneously navigating biological as well as
social transitions (Anderson, Jacobs, Schramm, &
Splittgerber, 2000; Hargreaves et al., 1996). Thus,
even considering stage-environment fit, research
does not offer a clear prediction for whether to
expect normative changes in school belonging
across the course of high school.

Very few studies have longitudinally examined
school belonging in high school. Even school
belonging studies that have drawn from longitudi-
nal data sets have either restricted analyses to data
from a single year and used a cross-sectional
approach (e.g., McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum,
2002), restricted analyses to a limited sample (e.g.,
youth living in rural communites; Witherspoon &
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Ennett, 2011), or failed to test the significance of
longitudinal changes in school belonging (Liu & Lu,
2011). The current study assessed school belonging
among diverse students during each year of high
school and was specifically designed to examine
how students’ school belonging changes over the
course of high school.

School Belonging and Academic Achievement and
Values

In addition to being an indicator of the extent to
which students’ needs are met by their academic
institutions, school belonging may be an important
source of students’ academic achievement and val-
ues. Drawing on the idea that belonging is a funda-
mental human need and, as such, is a prerequisite
for positive outcomes in any domain (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995), many theories of academic achieve-
ment include the idea that students’ sense of
personal connection to their academic institution
supports internalization of academic values, encour-
ages academic-supporting behaviors, and therefore,
plays a role in academic success (e.g., Eccles, 2004;
Finn, 1989; Voelkl, 1997).

Across studies, however, associations between
school belonging and academic achievement have
been inconsistently observed. Although some
research has found that students who have higher
school belonging tend to have higher achievement
(Anderman, 2002; Walton & Cohen, 2007), other
studies have found no association between school
belonging and achievement (Dotterer et al., 2007;
Liu & Lu, 2011), and others have found inconsistent
associations. Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, and
Schaps (1995), for example, found that school
belonging is associated with achievement test
scores, but not with reading or writing perfor-
mance. Singh et al. (2010) found that school belong-
ing is associated with self-reported grades among
African American high school students, but not
among European American high school students.

Different studies have employed different mea-
sures of achievement, including standardized test
scores (Adams & Singh, 1998), self-reported grades
(Finn & Frone, 2004), and grades from school records
(Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez-Jimenez, 2008). Dif-
ferent studies have also focused on different popula-
tions of students, including students of different
ages, genders, ethnic backgrounds, and generational
status. Thus, it is possible that methodological and
population differences could account for some of the
discrepancies. It is also possible, however, that school
belonging is not reliably associated with achieve-

ment. School belonging research has almost exclu-
sively relied on between-person associations. Thus,
instances in which school belonging seems to be
associated with achievement may be attributable to
confounding between-person variables that were not
assessed.

In the current study, we measured school
belonging and academic achievement among the
same students over the course of many years. In
this study, therefore, each participant could essen-
tially serve as their own control group, and these
data allow us to move beyond between-person
questions (e.g., do the students with higher school
belonging tend to be the students with higher
achievement?) and allow us to answer within-per-
son questions (e.g., during a year when a student
reports higher than personal average school belong-
ing, does this same student also report higher than
personal average achievement?). Thus, the longitu-
dinal design provides a conservative test of the
association between school belonging and academic
outcomes.

Unlike school belonging and achievement, associ-
ations between school belonging and academic
values have been consistently demonstrated. Students
who are more connected to their schools tend to
also report liking school more and persevering in
school for intrinsic reasons (i.e., self-driven reasons
such as interest; Gilman & Anderman, 2006; Ibañez,
Kuperminc, Jurkovic, & Perilla, 2004). Thus, despite
school belonging’s inconsistent direct association
with achievement, school belonging may nonethe-
less indirectly support achievement by helping stu-
dents maintain engagement with the academic
enterprise. Again, however, previous studies’
results draw almost exclusively from between-
person associations. As mentioned earlier, the current
study examined the within-person associations
between school belonging and academic values. We
included two types of academic values that are
likely to be very relevant for high school students—
intrinsic value (i.e., the extent to which students
enjoy school) and utility value (i.e., the extent to
which student’s feel that school is useful to their
current or future lives; Eccles, 1983).

Group Differences

In addition to considering the development of
school belonging across all students, the current
study also examined whether or not school belong-
ing develops differently among certain groups of
students. Given previous research suggesting that
changes in school belonging may be less normative
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among high school students, examining these group
differences may be especially important during this
time period. Although broad social groups (e.g.,
gender and ethnicity) comprise heterogeneous indi-
viduals, if typical school environments tend to dif-
ferentially meet the needs of students from different
groups, group membership may be associated with
average differences in school belonging (Goodenow,
1993b; Smith & Tyler, 1997).

Across studies of school belonging, there is a
fairly consistent gender difference with girls tend-
ing to report higher school belonging than boys.
This gender difference is demonstrated across a
range of student ages, including elementary, middle
school, and early high school students (Anderman,
2002; Hughes, Zhang, & Hill, 2006; Kenny & Bled-
soe, 2005; Voelkl, 1997). Girls’ higher school belong-
ing may be consistent with the idea that from an
early age, schools’ and teachers’ behavioral expecta-
tions are more consistent with behavior that is more
typical among girls (Banse, Gawronski, Rebetez,
Gutt, & Morton, 2010). There is some evidence,
however, that the gender difference in school
belonging may decrease in the latter years of high
school (Witherspoon & Ennett, 2011).

Unlike gender, ethnic differences in school
belonging have been inconsistently observed. Theo-
retically, a number of researchers have predicted
that ethnic-minority students would report lower
school belonging than their ethnic-majority peers,
perhaps because of negative academic stereotypes
that ethnic-minority students often face (Garcia-
Reid, 2007; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Ibañez et al.,
2004). Empirically, however, although some studies
do report that ethnic-minority students have lower
school belonging, other studies do not (Booker,
2006; Goodenow, 1993b; Voelkl, 1997). One possible
reason for this lack of consensus is that ethnic dif-
ferences in school belonging may depend on factors
such as school and neighborhood diversity that
vary widely between studies (Benner & Graham,
2007).

Like school belonging research in general, most
studies that have examined group differences have
been conducted among younger students and have
focused on differences at a single time point. Ques-
tions remain, therefore, as to whether there are gen-
der or ethnic differences in school belonging in
high school and whether these differences change
over time. Beyond differences in mean levels of
school belonging, it is also possible that there are
group differences in the associations between school
belonging and other outcomes. According to the
concept of functional substitution, for example, any

resource is especially influential among students
who have fewer resources in general (Mirowsky &
Ross, 2003). Thus, it is possible that school belonging
is associated with achievement only among students
who face increased risk of academic challenges (Cros-
noe, Johnson, & Elder, 2004; Goodenow & Grady,
1993). To the extent that boys may have lower gen-
eral school belonging or ethnic-minority students
may face negative stereotypes at school, any school
belonging that these students are able to maintain
in spite of these challenges may be especially asso-
ciated with achievement. Indeed, there is some evi-
dence that although school belonging is associated
with higher intrinsic motivation among all students,
this association is especially strong among students
from Latin American backgrounds (Bennett & Sani,
2003).

The current study included boys and girls from
Asian, European, and Latin American backgrounds.
Our diverse sample allowed us to examine whether
or not there are group differences in average levels
of school belonging, differences in how school
belonging changes across the course of high school,
and differences in the associations between school
belonging and other academic outcomes. For levels
of school belonging, like previous work, we expect
that girls will report higher school belonging than
boys. Given the contradictory findings regarding
ethnic differences, we make no a priori prediction
about the comparative levels of school belonging
between students from the different ethnic back-
grounds included in this study. For the associations
between school belonging, grade point average
(GPA), and academic values, we speculate that these
associations will be especially strong among boys
and students from Latin American backgrounds.

Goals of the Study

In summary, this study sought to answer two
main questions: (a) On average, what happens to
students’ school belonging over the course of high
school? (b) Within individual high school students,
how is school belonging associated with academic
achievement and values? In addition to these pri-
mary questions, we also examined whether levels
of school belonging or associations with school
belonging differ by gender or ethnicity. To answer
these questions, we tracked students’ school belong-
ing, academic achievement, and academic values
longitudinally over the 4 years of high school. We
then employed multilevel analyses to examine the
within-person associations between school belong-
ing and academic outcomes.
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Method

Participants

Beginning in 9th and continuing in 10th, 11th,
and 12th grades, we recruited students from three
public high schools in Los Angeles to participate in
a larger longitudinal study. Each school had a
unique ethnic and socioeconomic composition, but
no school was dominated by a single ethnic group.
Instead, the two largest ethnic groups of each
school composed 30%–50% of the total population
(California Department of Education, 2006). School
1 primarily served students from Latin American
and Asian backgrounds whose families had lower-
middle to middle class educational and occupa-
tional statuses. School 2 primarily served students
from Latin American and European backgrounds
whose families were lower-middle to middle class.
Finally, School 3 primarily served students from
families with Asian and European backgrounds
who were middle to upper-middle class. At the
time of the study, these three schools also had
different average levels of achievement. School 1
tended to be in the lower average to average range
of the achievement distribution of schools within
the state of California, School 2 tended to be in the
average range, and School 3 tended to be in the
above average range (California Department of
Education, 2006).

In Schools 1 and 2, we invited the entire ninth
grade to participate in the 1st year of the study.
This same recruitment strategy was employed in
subsequent years—during each year of the study,
we invited all students in the target grade at these
two schools to participate. Across the years of the
study, the participation rate at School 1 ranged
from 57% to 63%, and the participation rate at
School 2 ranged from 63% to 69%. The large size of
School 3 made it infeasible to recruit all students in
a given grade. In this school, therefore, we invited
approximately half the ninth graders to participate
in the 1st year of the study, and 53% of those
invited agreed to participate. In subsequent years,
we only followed those students from School 3
who had participated in ninth grade. In all three
schools, students who had participated in earlier
years, but were no longer enrolled in the school
were contacted and invited to participate by mail in
subsequent years.

For the current study, we examined responses
from the students who were from Latin American,
Asian, or European backgrounds and who partici-
pated in at least two of the 4 years of the study. Of
the 467 participants who began this study when

they were in 9th grade, 97% participated in 10th
grade, 87% participated in 11th grade, and 88%
participated in 12th grade. Of the 93 participants
who began this study when they were in 10th
grade, 95% participated in 11th grade, and 91%
participated in 12th grade. All 12 of the participants
who began this study when they were in 11th
grade participated again when they were in 12th
grade.

In total, 572 participants were included in the
current study. During the first wave of data collec-
tion (i.e., when participants were in the ninth
grade), participants ranged in age from 13.94 to
16.22 years (M = 14.88 SD = 0.39). The majority of
the 210 participants from Latin American families
had Mexican backgrounds (82.4%), and these partic-
ipants included 40 adolescents who were first-gen-
eration immigrants (i.e., they and their parents
were born outside the United States), 130 adoles-
cents who were second-generation (i.e., they were
born in the United States, but at least one of their
parents was not), and 40 adolescents who were
third-generation or later (i.e., they and both of their
parents were born in the United States). The majority
of the 246 participants from Asian families had Chi-
nese backgrounds (67.1%), and these participants
included 77 first-generation adolescents, 158 sec-
ond-generation adolescents, and 11 third- or later-
generation adolescents. Finally, the 116 participants
from European backgrounds included 12 first-gen-
eration adolescents, 12 second-generation adoles-
cents, and 92 third- or later-generation adolescents.

As a measure of socioeconomic status (SES), we
combined students’ reports of their parents’ educa-
tion and occupation. Students reported how far
their mothers and fathers went in school by select-
ing one of the following categories: elementary–
junior high school, some high school, graduated from
high school, some college, graduated from college, or
law, medical, or graduate school. Students’ open-ended
reports of their mothers’ and fathers’ jobs were
coded into the following five categories: unskilled,
semiskilled, skilled, semiprofessional, or professional.
These four measures (mother’s and father’s educa-
tion and mother’s and father’s occupation) were each
standardized and summed to provide an overall
index of SES. On average, students from European
backgrounds reported higher SES (M = .70,
SD = 0.55) than students from Asian backgrounds
(M = .05, SD = 0.78), who in turn reported higher
SES than students from Latin American backgrounds
(M = �.52, SD = 0.70), F(2, 567) = 114.71, p < .001,
g2 = .29. These ethnic differences held even after
controlling for differences in immigrant background.
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Procedure

Participant recruitment and data collection were
conducted during school hours. Students who
returned parental consent forms and provided their
own assent completed self-report questionnaires
during class time. Consent forms and question-
naires were available to students and their parents
in Spanish, Chinese, and English; all participants
chose to complete the survey in English.

Measures

School belonging. Items from Tyler’s work on
institutional engagement (Tyler & Degoey, 1995)
were revised to assess the extent to which students
feel a sense of belonging with their school. Using a
5-point response scale (1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree), students rated their agreement
with the following seven statements: “I feel close to
people at my school,” “I feel like I am a part of my
school,” “I am happy to be at my school,” “My
school is important to the way I think of myself as
a person,” “I feel a sense that I personally belong at
my school,” “I feel like a valued member of my
school,” and “I do not feel like an important part of
my school” (reversed). The final measure was an
average of participants’ responses to all seven
items. Across each year of the study, this scale pos-
sessed good internal consistency (as = .86–.89) and
was similarly reliable for the adolescents from all
three ethnic backgrounds (Latino: as = .85–.89, Asian:
as = .85–.89, European: as = .88–.92).

Academic achievement. Participants’ grades were
collected from school records at the end of each
school year. Using a 5-point scale (0 = F to 4 = A),
yearly GPAs were calculated by averaging students’
grades across all their classes for both semesters of
each grade.

Intrinsic value of school. The extent to which stu-
dents believe that school is intrinsically valuable
was assessed by averaging students’ responses to
two items: “In general, I find working on school
work …” (1 = very boring to 5 = very interesting)
and “How much do you like working on school
work?” (1 = a little to 5 = a lot). These items were
adapted from Eccles (1983) and were highly corre-
lated with one another each year of the study
(rs = .66–.73, ps < .001). These items were similarly
correlated among adolescents from all three ethnic
backgrounds (Latino: rs = .63–.69, Asian: rs = .63
–.75, European: rs = .67–.75, ps < .001).

Utility value of school. This measure was also
adapted from Eccles (1983) and assessed the extent

to which students believe that school is a useful
enterprise. Using a 1 (not at all useful) to 5 (very use-
ful) scale, students responded to three items: “Right
now, how useful do you find things you learn in
school to be in your everyday life?” “In the future,
how useful do you think the things you have
learned in school will be in your everyday life?”
“How useful do you think the things you have
learned in school will be for what you want to be
after you graduate?” The final scale was an average
of students’ responses to these three items. This
scale had good internal consistency each year of the
study (as = .77–.82) and was similarly reliable for
each ethnic group (Latino: as = .75–.84, Asian:
as = .74–.83, European: as = .82–.84).

Results

Sample means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions for each variable in each year of the study are
presented in Table 1.

Participation Analyses

The sample for the current study included the
adolescents who participated in 2, 3, or all 4 years
of the study. Despite this inclusive criteria, most ado-
lescents participated in all 4 years (M = 3.54 years,
SD = 0.66). Initial analyses were conducted to exam-
ine whether or not participants differed according
to the number of years in which they participated.
Because participants could potentially enter the
study during different years of data collection, a
variable was created to indicate the percentage of
possible years each participant took part in the
study. A participant who began the study in 9th
grade, for example, had 4 possible years, whereas a
participant who began the study in 10th grade had
only 3 possible years. On average, participants took
part in the study in 93.5% (SD = 13.9) of their pos-
sible years. Between-subjects analyses of variance
(ANOVAs) indicated only one demographic differ-
ence in proportion of years participated; students
from Asian backgrounds tended to participate in a
higher proportion of years (95.4%) than students
from Latin American backgrounds (91.8%), F(2,
569) = 4.17, p = .016, g2 = .01). There were no other
ethnic, gender, generation, or SES differences in
proportion of years participated. To determine if
there were differences in any of the yearly varying
variables (i.e., school belonging, GPA, intrinsic
value of school, and utility value of school) as a
function of participation, hierarchical linear models
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(HLMs; Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992) were estimated
using the following equations:

school belonging, etc.ij ¼ b0j þ eij ð1Þ

b0j ¼ c00 þ c01ðparticipationjÞ þ u0j ð2Þ

where Equation 1 represents adolescents’ scores on
the yearly varying variables, and Equation 2 repre-
sents these scores as a function of adolescents’
degree of participation (i.e., the percentage of possi-
ble years that they took part in the study). For three
of the four variables, there were no differences
based on degree of participation; adolescents’ aver-
age school belonging, intrinsic value of school, and
utility value of school did not differ according to
the percentage of possible years that they took
part in the study. The one exception was GPA;
participants with higher degrees of participation
tended to have higher GPAs (b = 1.26, p < .001).

School Differences

Given that participants in this study were drawn
from three different schools (School 1: n = 267,
School 2: n = 114, School 3: n = 191), we conducted
a series of ANOVAs to examine whether or not any
of the key study variables (averaged across the

years of high school) differed by school. Controlling
for ethnicity and SES, there were no differences
between schools in average school belonging,
F(2, 560) = .83, p = .436, g2 = .003; average GPA,
F(2, 560) = 1.28, p = .278, g2 = .005; or average
intrinsic value of school, F(2, 560) = 1.07, p = .345,
g2 = .004. Average utility value, however, did differ
slightly by school; students who attended School 1
reported higher utility value (M = 3.71, SD = 0.72)
than students who attended either School 2
(M = 3.30, SD = 0.71) or School 3 (M = 3.17,
SD = 0.64), F(2, 560) = 3.80, p = .023, g2 = .013.

For all of our primary research questions, we ini-
tially conducted two-level HLMs (Level 1 = years
and Level 2 = individuals). We then reran these anal-
yses as three-level HLMs (Level 1 = years, Level
2 = individuals, and Level 3 = schools) to account
for the fact that our participants were nested within
schools. In all cases, the results of the three-level
models were identical to those of the two-level mod-
els, and therefore, we only report the coefficients
from the more parsimonious two-level models.

School Belonging Over the Course of High School

The first goal of this study was to examine stu-
dents’ sense of school belonging over the course of
high school. To address this goal, two-level HLMs
were estimated using the following equations:

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. SB (9th) 3.37 (.83) —

2. SB (10th) 3.24 (.85) .54 —

3. SB (11th) 3.15 (.91) .47 .58 —

4. SB (12th) 3.24 (.87) .32 .49 .66 —

5. GPA (9th) 2.97 (.75) .09 .13 .14 .16 —

6. GPA (10th) 2.86 (.80) .07 .07 .11 .12 .81 —

7. GPA (11th) 2.85 (.77) .02 .05 .16 .16 .74 .81 —

8. GPA (12th) 2.92 (.71) �.01 .04 .16 .17 .64 .71 .75 —

9. IV (9th) 2.71 (.97) .36 .35 .31 .23 .13 .09 .06 .12 —

10. IV (10th) 2.61 (.94) .28 .43 .24 .20 .11 .10 .05 .03 .56 —

11. IV (11th) 2.53 (.95) .26 .33 .40 .32 .11 .07 .15 .15 .48 .57 —

12. IV (12th) 2.54 (.95) .15 .24 .22 .38 .05 .03 .09 .17 .40 .47 .54 —

13. UV (9th) 3.68 (.91) .38 .26 .25 .22 �.02 �.03 �.02 .07 .45 .35 .32 .36 —

14. UV (10th) 3.50 (.89) .28 .38 .23 .13 .01 �.01 �.03 �.00 .32 .45 .35 .37 .53 —

15. UV (11th) 3.34 (.94) .21 .25 .29 .22 �.02 �.04 .03 .05 .25 .30 .49 .35 .45 .51 —

16. UV (12th) 3.25 (.90) .09 .20 .22 .27 �.01 �.01 .07 .16 .21 .23 .32 .49 .38 .43 .54

Note. SB = school belonging; GPA = grade point average; IV = intrinsic value; UV = utility value. All bolded correlations (i.e., correla-
tions with magnitude � .093) are significant at p < .05.
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school belongingij ¼ b0j þ b1jðyearijÞ þ eij ð3Þ

b0j ¼ c00 þ c01ðfemalejÞ þ c02ðLatinojÞ
þ c03ðAsianjÞ þ c04ðSESjÞ þ u0j

ð4Þ

b1j ¼ c10 þ c11ðfemalejÞ þ c12ðLatinojÞ
þ c13ðAsianjÞ þ c14ðSESjÞ þ u1j

ð5Þ

As shown in Equation 3, adolescents’ school
belonging during a particular year (i) for a particu-
lar individual (j) was modeled as a function of
average school belonging during the 1st year of the
study (i.e., 9th grade; b0j) and the average change in
school belonging that occurred over each additional
year of the study (i.e., the slope; b1j). Year was
coded such that the 1st year of the study (9th
grade) = 0, 10th grade = 1, 11th grade = 2, and
12th grade = 3. As shown in Equations 4 and 5,
average school belonging during 9th grade and
average slope of school belonging were modeled as
a function of adolescents’ gender, ethnicity, and
SES. Gender was dummy coded such that males = 0
and females = 1. The two ethnicity variables were
also dummy coded such that students from Euro-
pean backgrounds were the comparison group.

As shown in Table 2 and in Figure 1, results
indicated that controlling for SES, female students
reported higher school belonging in 9th grade. Over
the course of high school, however, female stu-
dents’ sense of school belonging declined, whereas
male students’ sense of school belonging did not
change. Female students’ average school belonging
declined 6.92% from 9th to 12th grades; male stu-
dents’ average school belonging stayed similar
across high school. As a result, female students and
male students had similar levels of school belong-
ing by the end of high school.

None of the ethnicity terms reached significance,
indicating that students from Latin American,
Asian, and European backgrounds reported similar
levels of school belonging in ninth grade, and on
average, students from these three groups reported
similar slopes of school belonging over the course
of high school. The standard deviations of the esti-
mates of school belonging’s intercept and slope
were significant. These standard deviations indicate
that across individuals, there was significant vari-
ance in both ninth-grade school belonging and the
slope of school belonging across the years of high
school.

In this and all subsequent analyses, we initially
examined main effects of gender and ethnicity and

then estimated additional models that included
Gender × Ethnicity interaction terms. These analy-
ses tested whether or not observed gender differ-
ences were consistent across ethnicity and,
conversely, whether or not observed ethnic differ-
ences were consistent across gender. In the current
analysis, all interaction terms for the intercept of
school belonging were nonsignificant. For the slope
of school belonging, however, the interaction
between gender and Latin American background
was significant (b = �.17, p = .032). This interaction
indicates that the gender difference in school
belonging slopes (i.e., female students’ school
belonging declining more steeply than that of male
students’) is more pronounced among students
from Latin American backgrounds compared to
students from European American backgrounds.
Finally, we estimated additional models that
included generation. These analyses indicated
whether or not observed ethnic differences were
artifacts of immigrant background. For both the
intercept and the slope of school belonging, none of
the generation terms reached significance.

School Belonging and Academic Achievement

The second goal of this study was to examine
whether or not students’ sense of school belonging
in any given year can predict their academic
achievement in that same year. To address this
goal, a series of HLMs were estimated using the fol-
lowing equations:

Table 2
School Belonging Over the Course of High School

School belonging b (SE)

Intercept (ninth grade) 3.20 (.09)***
Female students 0.26 (.07)**
Latino 0.05 (.11)
Asian �0.06 (.10)
SES 0.01 (.05)
SD 0.66***
Year (slope) �0.02 (.04)
Female students �0.10 (.03)**
Latino �0.02 (.05)
Asian 0.04 (.04)
SES �0.00 (.02)
SD 0.21***

Note. Gender was dummy coded such that males = 0 and
females = 1. All ethnicity variables were dummy coded such that
students from European backgrounds were the comparison
group. All predictors were uncentered.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.

School Belonging Over the Course of High School 685



GPAij ¼ b0j þ b1jðyearijÞ
þ b2jðschool belongingijÞ þ eij

ð6Þ

b0j ¼ c00 þ c01ðfemalejÞ þ c02ðLatinojÞ
þ c03ðAsianjÞ þ c04ðSESjÞ þ u0j

ð7Þ

b1j ¼ c10 þ c11ðfemalejÞ þ c12ðLatinojÞ
þ c13ðAsianjÞ þ c14ðSESjÞ þ u1j

ð8Þ

b2j ¼ c20 þ c21ðfemalejÞ þ c22ðLatinojÞ
þ c23ðAsianjÞ þ c24ðSESjÞ þ u2j

ð9Þ

Equation 6 represents adolescents’ GPA as a func-
tion of the within-person association between
school belonging and GPA (b2j) while controlling
for normative levels of high school GPA (average
GPA during ninth grade: b0j and the average slope
of GPA across the years of the study: b1j). In this
equation, school belonging was centered at each
individual’s mean, and all other predictors were
uncentered. As can be seen in Equations 7–9, aver-
age GPA in ninth grade, average slope of GPA over
the course of high school, and the within-person
association between school belonging and GPA
were each modeled as a function of adolescents’
gender, ethnicity, and SES. As before, gender and
ethnicity were dummy coded such that male stu-
dents and students from European backgrounds
were the comparison groups.

Results indicated no within-person association
between school belonging and GPA (b = .04,
p = .273) and this nonsignificant association did not
differ by gender or ethnicity (bs: �.03–.05). In other

words, students’ school belonging for a particular
year had no association with their GPA in that
same year.

School Belonging and Academic Motivation

To examine whether or not students’ sense of
school belonging in any given year can predict their
academic values in that same year, a series of HLMs
were estimated. These models were similar to Equa-
tions 6–9 but included either intrinsic value or utility
value of school (rather than GPA) as the outcome.

As shown in Table 3, results indicated positive
within-person associations between school belonging
and intrinsic value of school and between school
belonging and utility value of school. In other words,
years in which individuals reported higher than per-
sonal average school belonging were likely to be
years in which these same individuals also reported
higher intrinsic value and higher utility value.

For intrinsic value, the within-person association
with school belonging was invariant across gender
and ethnicity; the average association between school
belonging and intrinsic value was similar for male
students and female students from Latin American,
Asian, and European backgrounds. For utility value,
the association differed by gender, but not by ethnic-
ity. The positive association between school belong-
ing and utility value was significant for both genders
but was stronger for male students than it was for
female students. Follow-up tests of Gender × Ethnic-
ity interactions were nonsignificant, indicating that
the gender difference in the association between
school belonging and utility value was consistent
across students from Latin American, Asian, and
European American backgrounds.
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Figure 1. School belonging over the course of high school among boys and girls from European, Latin American, and Asian back-
grounds.
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We conducted one final set of analyses in which we
controlled for GPA at Level 1. These analyses allowed
us to determine whether or not the associations
between school belonging, intrinsic value, and utility
value would remain significant even after controlling
for individuals’ year-to-year variation in academic
achievement. As shown in Table 4, results indicated
that school belonging’s positive within-person associa-
tions with intrinsic and utility value of education
remained significant even when controlling for stu-
dents’ GPA in each given year. In other words, these
analyses indicated that even after statistically equating
students’ GPA within a particular year of high school,
students’ school belonging in that year is associated
with higher academic values in that same year. These
results suggest that school belonging is associatedwith
a higher level of academic motivation among adoles-
cents as compared to their equally achieving peers.

Discussion

School Belonging Over the Course of High School

Our results indicated that changes in school
belonging over the course of high school depend on

students’ gender. In their 1st year of high school,
girls’ average school belonging was higher than
boys’. This gender difference is consistent with pre-
vious research that has demonstrated that middle
school girls tend to have higher school belonging
than middle school boys (Anderman, 2002; Goode-
now, 1993b). The current findings suggest, how-
ever, that this gender difference in school belonging
does not persist beyond the beginning of high
school. Over the course of high school, girls’ school
belonging tended to decline, whereas boys’ school
belonging remained the same; by the end of high
school, the gender difference in school belonging
had disappeared. As compared to girls from Euro-
pean American backgrounds, the decline in school
belonging was steeper among girls from Latin
American backgrounds.

Previous investigations of school belonging
among high school students have primarily relied
on cross-sectional data, which can be unreliable for
examinations of change over time. Perhaps this is
one reason why previous studies have not offered
consistent findings for how school belonging
changes across the course of high school (e.g.,

Table 3
Within-Person Associations Between School Belonging and Academic
Values

Intrinsic
value b (SE)

Utility
value b (SE)

Intercept (ninth grade) 1.08 (.23)*** 2.12 (.22)***
Female students 0.58 (.18)** 0.64 (.17)**
Latino 0.19 (.28) 0.23 (.28)
Asian 0.05 (.25) 0.44 (.25)
SES �0.05 (.13) �0.17 (.13)
SD 0.76* 0.77
Year (slope) �0.06 (.04) �0.13 (.04)**
Female students �0.01 (.03) �0.02 (.03)
Latino 0.05 (.05) 0.00 (.05)
Asian 0.01 (.04) �0.02 (.04)
SES �0.01 (.02) 0.04 (.02)
SD 0.17** 0.15**
School belonging 0.42 (.06)*** 0.40 (.06)***
Female students �0.08 (.05) �0.15 (.05)**
Latino �0.03 (.08) �0.01 (.08)
Asian 0.02 (.06) �0.07 (.07)
SES �0.01 (.04) �0.04 (.04)
SD 0.22 0.16

Note. Gender was dummy coded such that males = 0 and
females = 1. All ethnicity variables were dummy coded such that
students from European backgrounds were the comparison
group. School belonging was centered at each individual’s mean;
all other predictors were uncentered.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 4
Within-Person Associations Between School Belonging and Academic
Values, Controlling for Yearly Variations in Achievement

Intrinsic
value b (SE)

Utility
value b (SE)

Intercept (ninth grade) .69 (.24)** 1.86 (.24) ***
Female students .42 (.17)* 0.55 (.18)**
Latino .21 (.28) 0.28 (.28)
Asian .01 (.24) 0.41 (.25)
SES �.10 (.13) �0.20 (.13)
SD .67 0.80
Year (slope) �.06 (.04) �0.12 (.04)**
Female students �.01 (.03) �0.02 (.03)
Latino .05 (.05) �0.01 (.05)
Asian .01 (.04) �0.02 (.04)
SES .01 (.02) 0.04 (.02)*
SD .18*** 0.15**
School belonging .38 (.06)*** 0.39 (.06)***
Female students �.05 (.05) �0.14 (.05)**
Latino �.01 (.08) 0.00 (.08)
Asian .03 (.07) �0.07 (.07)
SES �.01 (.04) �0.03 (.04)
SD .19 0.16
GPA .17 (.03)*** 0.10 (.03)**

Note. Gender was dummy coded such that males = 0 and
females = 1. All ethnicity variables were dummy coded such that
students from European backgrounds were the comparison
group. School belonging was centered at each individual’s mean;
all other predictors were uncentered.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Meeus & Dekovic, 1995; Whitlock, 2006). The cur-
rent results, in contrast, are drawn from longitudi-
nal data, with the same group of students reporting
their school belonging in each of the 4 years of high
school. These data, therefore, are more likely to
accurately represent trajectories of school belonging
and, as such, add to the school belonging literature.

The current study suggests that, unlike in middle
school, normative declines in school belonging do
not continue into high school. Among male stu-
dents especially, school belonging remains remark-
ably stable, and although school belonging does
decline among female students, the magnitude of
this decline across all 4 years of high school is only
about 7% of ninth-grade values. These findings are
in contrast to studies conducted with younger stu-
dents that find larger drops in school belonging
across the course of middle school among both
boys and girls. Anderman (2003), for example,
reported a 5% decline in school belonging across
just a single year of middle school.

Two possible explanations for the gender differ-
ence in school belonging are access to extracurricu-
lar activities and the importance of student–teacher
relationships. For late adolescents in particular,
participation in extracurricular activities (e.g.,
sports) fosters connections at school (Brown &
Evans, 2002; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006). Despite
reforms such as Title IX aimed at reducing gender
disparities, many high schools still provide more
extracurricular opportunities for boys than those for
girls (Braddock, Sokol-Katz, Greene, & Basinger-Fle-
ischman, 2005). Gender disparities in extracurricular
options may explain boys’ stable and girls’ declin-
ing school belonging over the course of high school.
Another possibility is that girls may be especially
sensitive to the quality of student–teacher relation-
ships (Crosnoe et al., 2004). For Latinas in particu-
lar, student–teacher relationships may be especially
important for fostering school connection (Garcia-
Reid, 2007). Although middle school presents chal-
lenges for student–teacher relationships, these chal-
lenges are often exacerbated in high school (Davis,
2003). If girls are especially sensitive to declining
student–teacher relationships, this may account for
girls’ declining school belonging in high school.

To the extent that school belonging represents
the degree to which school environments are meet-
ing students’ developmental needs, the current
study offers some surprising optimism for high
schools. Although there are many aspects of typical
high school environments that are not optimal for
students (Eccles & Roeser, 2005; Hargreaves et al.,
1996), the current study suggests that at least in the

three schools sampled, school environments may fit
students’ developmental needs at least well enough
to stop the dramatic declines in school belonging
that are seen among younger students. Future
research could more thoroughly test this idea by
directly measuring students’ needs, their school
environments, and their school belonging across the
course of high school. By measuring a variety of
specific aspects of school environment, this research
would allow us to determine which aspects of the
school environment are beneficial for all students
and which are especially beneficial for certain
groups of students (e.g., boys or girls).

Although the current study was an important
first step in documenting changes in school belong-
ing across the course of high school, it is important
to remember that the reported findings represent
average levels of school belonging. Even after con-
trolling for SES, gender, and ethnicity, significant
variability in school belonging remained. This
significant variability indicates that although, on
average, boys’ school belonging remained consis-
tent and girls’ declined, there may have been some
students for whom these averages did not apply.
There may be subgroups of girls, for example, for
whom school belonging remained stable or
increased, and there may be subgroups of boys for
whom school belonging increased or decreased.
Future research, therefore, will benefit by more
thoroughly examining predictors of changes in
school belonging, identifying protective factors
associated with stability or increases in school
belonging and risk factors associated with decreases
in school belonging.

It is worth emphasizing, however, that unlike
some previous work, we did not find ethnicity to be
one such risk factor. Some researchers have sug-
gested that ethnic minority students are at increased
risk for academic disengagement, which could mani-
fest as decreasing school belonging (Anderson et al.,
2000; Nussbaum & Steele, 2007). Our findings, in
contrast, indicate that ethnic group membership
alone is not associated with mean levels of school
belonging or with changes in school belonging across
high school. On average, students from Latin Ameri-
can, Asian, and European backgrounds reported
similar levels of school belonging in ninth grade, and
students from these three groups reported similar
slopes of school belonging over the course of high
school. As with our findings for gender, however,
there is certainly within-group variability in school
belonging that the current study was unable to cap-
ture, and there may be subgroups of students who
are at risk of school disengagement. Our findings,
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however, argue for moving beyond ethnic group
membership as a definition of risk (Catterall, 1998).
Future research should include more individual-level
variables to examine predictors of school belonging
among subgroups of students.

School Belonging, Academic Achievement, and
Academic Values

The second goal of this study was to examine
the associations between students’ school belonging
and their academic achievement and academic val-
ues. Within-person analyses indicated that school
belonging was not associated with achievement as
measured by GPA, and this was true among boys
and girls from Latin American, Asian, and Euro-
pean backgrounds. Although this null association
between school belonging and GPA is consistent
with some previous research (e.g., Dotterer et al.,
2007; Gutman & Midgley, 2000), it does seem to
conflict with other research (e.g., Anderman, 2002;
Kuperminc et al., 2008). Unlike the current study,
however, previous studies demonstrating associa-
tions between school belonging and GPA have been
based on between-subjects analyses. Like these
studies, we also found modest correlations between
school belonging and GPA at the individual level
(in the 11th and 12th grades). Between-subjects
analyses, however, address whether or not individ-
uals with high school belonging also have high
GPA. Despite the inclusion of control variables in
these analyses, the possibility remains that between-
subjects associations are artifacts of unmeasured
variables. In contrast, the longitudinal within-person
analyses employed in the current study assess
whether or not year-to-year variations in a student’s
school belonging predict year-to-year variations in
the same student’s GPA. Within-person analyses,
therefore, control for unmeasured factors that con-
found traditional, individual-level analyses. Thus,
our study suggests that knowing how connected a
student is to their school in a particular year does
not predict their GPA for that same year.

Another important difference between our study
and others is the age of the participants. Most pre-
vious investigations of school belonging and
achievement have focused on middle school stu-
dents. It is possible that school belonging does con-
tribute to middle school students’ achievement, but
not high school students’. More so than in middle
school, for example, high school grades are largely
determined by objective indicators such as stan-
dardized test performance (Eccles & Midgley, 1990).
It is possible that school belonging does not directly

contribute to the knowledge and skills needed to
perform on such tests and therefore, may not
directly contribute to one’s high school grades.

Unlike GPA, the current study suggests that
school belonging was associated with both intrinsic
value and utility value of school. During years in
which high school students had a strong connection
to their school, they were more likely to feel that
school was enjoyable and useful. These results are
consistent with school belonging work conducted
with elementary and middle school students
(Anderman, 2002; Battistich et al., 1995; Goodenow,
1993a), indicating that the motivational benefits of
school belonging continue into high school. Impor-
tantly, these associations held even after controlling
for achievement. In other words, year-by-year
changes in GPA were ruled out as a potentially
confounding variable, indicating that even after
statistically equating students’ GPA within a particular
year of high school, students’ school belonging in
that year was still associated with higher academic
values in that same year. In other words, school
belonging may help high school students continue
to enjoy school and appreciate its usefulness, even
when they are struggling academically. Given that
these academic values are associated with increased
educational persistence and graduation rates (Finn,
1989; Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & Pagani,
2008), the current study suggests that school
belonging may be a promising intervention to
reduce school dropout.

There were no ethnic differences in the associa-
tions between school belonging and academic val-
ues, but there was one gender difference. Although
the positive associations between school belonging
and academic values were significant among both
boys and girls, the association between school
belonging and utility value was especially strong
among boys. On average, boys’ graduation rates
are lower than those of girls’ (Greene & Winters,
2006), but feeling that school is useful may be espe-
cially beneficial for boys’ educational persistence
(DeBacker & Nelson, 1999). Thus, the potential ben-
efits that school belonging may have for reducing
school dropout may especially be conferred among
boys.

The longitudinal design and diverse sample were
among this study’s methodological strengths. This
study did, however, have some limitations that
future studies should address. The main limitation
was that our sample was drawn from only three
different schools, which is insufficient for examining
school-level effects. Among elementary and mid-
dle school students, there is some evidence that
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aggregated school belonging (i.e., average school
belonging across all students at the school) has
independent effects above and beyond individual-
level school belonging (Battistich et al., 1995).
Anderman (2002), for example, found that individ-
ual school belonging interacted with school average
school belonging—the positive effects of an individ-
ual student’s school belonging were especially
strong in schools in which average school belonging
was low. Future studies should include more high
schools to allow for an examination of these
between school effects.

Including more schools could also address the
second limitation of our study; we did not include
any measurements of school context. It is possible
that we found few ethnic differences in school
belonging because all the students in our sample
attended schools in which there was no dominant
ethnic majority. Research has suggested that the
ethnic composition of one’s school can make a
difference for one’s school belonging (Benner &
Graham, 2007). Within particular school contexts,
ethnicity may be associated with school belonging.
Other school context variables such as urbanicity,
busing policies, and safety also impact students’
school belonging (Anderman, 2002). Including a
wide range of schools and directly measuring these
context variables would allow us to determine if
the observed patterns of school belonging in the
current study hold across a variety of contexts.
Finally, as mentioned earlier, the current study did
not examine predictors of change in school belong-
ing and, as such, does not offer any indication of
what could be done to foster students’ school
belonging. Future research focusing on predictors
of school belonging could more directly inform
interventions aimed at increasing students’ connec-
tions with their schools.

Despite these limitations, this study makes a sig-
nificant contribution to the school belonging litera-
ture by examining longitudinal changes in school
belonging and within-person associations between
school belonging and academic outcomes. The
current study demonstrated a surprising amount of
stability in school belonging across the course of
high school, especially among male students. The
current study also suggests that school belonging
may help students maintain high levels of motiva-
tion, regardless of their actual level of achievement.
These findings were derived from conservative,
within-person analyses, providing confidence that
they represent true trajectories and true associations
between school belonging and motivation. Further-
more, the diversity of our sample demonstrated

that school belonging operates similarly across
students from different ethnic backgrounds, at least
in the contexts we studied. Thus, to the extent that
high schools can help students feel like a part of
the academic community, the schools will help
these students to continue liking school and appre-
ciating its usefulness, even if they are struggling
academically.
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