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Abstract 

A wide body of literature has found that a strong sense of belonging and connection to school is 

imperative for students’ academic success, in addition to their social and emotional well-being. 

School belonging is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, and researchers have identified a 

multitude of factors that influence the development of belonging at school. Given its complexities, 

a holistic representation of school belonging is often left out of the research, leading to a lack of 

clarity on this essential educational construct. To develop a comprehensive model of school 

belonging, this narrative review examines the construct using Bronfenbrenner's (1993) ecological 

systems theory of human development. Seven electronic databases were searched from 1999 to 

November 2024 using ‘school belonging’, ‘school connectedness’, and ‘school engagement’ 

amongst the key search terms. Relevant peer-reviewed articles were identified and included to 

investigate how school belonging evolves in response to influences across Bronfenbrenner's 

(1993) levels of development (i.e., the individual level, the microsystem, the mesosystem, the 

exosystem, the macrosystem, and the chronosystem). Findings from this investigation are also 

used to discuss strategies for promoting belonging in schools. This narrative review makes an 

original contribution to the field of educational research by developing a comprehensive model of 

school belonging through the lens of a socio-ecological framework. 
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Investigating School Belonging Using Socio-Ecological Systems Theory 

Students' sense of school belonging is a key construct in educational psychology, as it reflects 

students’ perceived connection, inclusion, acceptance, and respect within their school environment 

(Alink et al., 2023; Goodenow, 1993). Over the past two decades, a substantial body of research 

has established a strong positive link between school belonging and various academic and 

psychosocial outcomes (Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020; Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Kern, 2017; Arslan, 

2019). For instance, school belonging is associated with stronger academic achievement 

(Anderman, 2003; Fong Lam et al., 2015), higher quality social relationships (Arslan & Allen, 

2021; Cemalcilar, 2010), and greater perceived well-being (Allen & Boyle, 2018; Tian et al., 

2016). Furthermore, strengthening school belonging has the potential to address persistent 

educational challenges, such as dropout rates, low academic performance, student alienation, and 

school disengagement (Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2020; Korpershoek et al., 2020; Lo Cricchio et al., 

2023).  

School belonging is impacted by a wide variety of factors, including individual, social, and 

environmental determinants that interact with one another across time (Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020; 

Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Bowles, 2012). Individual characteristics implicated in school 

belonging include gender, ethnicity, externalizing and internalizing behaviours, and academic 

skills and attitudes (Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Boyle, 2018; Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013; 

Hughes et al., 2015; Shochet et al., 2011; Tian et al., 2016; Wagle et al., 2021). Interpersonal 

relationships with family members, educational staff, and peers also play a significant role in 

students’ perceptions of belonging at school (Allen et al., 2023; Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2020; Uslu 

& Gizir, 2017). Environmental influences, such as local neighbourhoods and the broader 

geographical location in which a student lives, are also implicated in levels of school belonging 

(Allen et al., 2023; Cemalcilar, 2010). The multifaceted nature of school belonging makes it a 

challenging educational concept to study. As such, this narrative review examines the construct 

using Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) ecological systems theory. This theory offers researchers a 

framework for investigating individual, social, and environmental influences on educational 

phenomena (Hayes et al., 2022), making it an ideal model to examine the complexities of school 

belonging (Allen et al., 2016, 2023; Allen & Kern, 2017).  

The purpose of this article is to provide a comprehensive overview of school belonging 

research to add clarity to the construct and to support a holistic conceptualization. This article 

begins by reviewing Bronfenbrenner's (1993) ecological systems theory. Next, a discussion of the 

implications of belonging for healthy human development is reviewed, followed by a definition of 

school belonging. The next sections explore influences on school belonging situated within 

Bronfenbrenner's (1993) model, followed by strategies to foster belonging in schools. Evidence 

from this review emphasizes the relevance of school belonging in promoting positive student 

outcomes. The primary objective of this article is to facilitate a more comprehensive understanding 

of school belonging to assist future educational research and practice aimed at increasing 

belonging in schools. This has important implications for enhancing students' academic and 

psychosocial outcomes (Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020; Allen & Kern, 2017; Arslan, 2019). 

Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) ecological systems theory of development recognizes the interplay 

between individual, social, and environmental influences on child development. This theory is 

adapted from his original model, the Ecological Model of Human Development (Bronfenbrenner, 
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1979), as the updated theory places greater emphasis on the role a child plays in their own 

development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1993; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). His framework also considers 

the effects of time, such as history, critical social and cultural events, and the historical period of 

one’s childhood (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). Five concentric 

circles are represented in the model, with the developing child in the centre and four systems of 

influence expanding outwards as they become increasingly distal in their effects on development 

(see Figure 1). The five levels of influence include the child, microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem in the context of time.  

In the model, personal characteristics of the child, including age, gender, race, 

temperament, and health status, are presented in the centre of the circle (Allen & Kern, 2017; 

Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022). The microsystem is represented in the subsequent layer, 

capturing environmental influences that impact the daily life of the child, such as relationships 

with immediate family, peers, and educators (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022). The 

mesosystem is represented in the following layer, which reflects the interactions between a child’s 

microsystems, such as school and home communication (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; El Zaatari & 

Maalouf, 2022). The exosystem contains influences such as parental work environments, the local 

neighbourhood, and extended family (Allen et al., 2016; Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 

2022). The final layer is the macrosystem, which captures indirect cultural and societal influences, 

such as political contexts and ideologies (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022). Finally, these 

systems are considered in the context of time (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). 

Figure 1 

Adapted From Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) Ecological Systems Theory of Development 
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Bronfenbrenner’s ecological models are some of the most popular theories of human development 

(Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017); however, academics have been critical of some components of his 

frameworks. Although his multidimensional system presents a comprehensive understanding of 

human development across the lifespan, researchers argue that the theory is deeply 

anthropocentric, as little consideration is given to human-nature interconnections (Elliott & Davis, 

2020). In addition, Bronfenbrenner’s frameworks do not emphasize the role of power and social 

capital in shaping development and life outcomes (Houston, 2017). Finally, some have criticized 

the oversimplification of human development represented in his theories, particularly regarding 

culture (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017). Despite these limitations, his frameworks have been useful in 

the study of school belonging (e.g., Allen et al., 2016, 2023; El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; El Zaatari 

& Maalouf, 2022). 

Defining School Belonging 

Researchers have long recognized that belonging is a fundamental requirement for well-being that 

arises out of positive, stable interpersonal relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Baumeister 

and Leary (1995) define belonging as frequent, positive interactions within stable, caring 

relationships. Mahar and colleagues (2013) further defined belonging as feeling valued and 

respected in reciprocal relationships shaped by shared experiences, personal characteristics, and 

beliefs. In contrast, a lack of belonging has been linked to poor health outcomes, maladjustment, 

and reduced well-being (Ainsworth et al., 1979; Ainsworth, 2014; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Zhang et al., 2022).  

The recognition that individuals are motivated to create and maintain interpersonal bonds 

through positive social engagement is recognized through various theoretical perspectives. 

Maslow (1943) proposed a motivational theory which identified five fundamental human needs 

represented in hierarchical levels within a pyramid. In his theory, the motivation to seek love and 

belonging was placed just after safety and physical needs (Kenrick et al., 2010; Maslow, 1943). In 

addition, Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory emphasizes the importance of early, secure 

relationships for healthy development, a model that continues to influence the field of psychology 

today (Fletcher et al., 2016; Yip et al., 2018). This research has significant implications for schools, 

as educational environments play a crucial role in offering social opportunities for children and 

youth to experience a sense of belonging. 

There exists a wide range of school belonging terminology and conceptualizations within 

educational literature; however, most definitions reflect a student's sense of connection, inclusion, 

acceptance and respect within their school environment (Alink et al., 2023; Cai et al., 2023; 

Goodenow, 1993; Green et al., 2016). Based on her foundational work examining school belonging 

in adolescent populations, Goodenow (1993) defined the construct “as the extent to which students 

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

environment” (p. 80). This definition is popular in much of the school belonging literature (e.g., 

Allen et al., 2022a; Palikara et al., 2021; Wagle et al., 2021). In a study gathering the perspectives 

of 73 expert school belonging researchers, Alink and colleagues (2023) reported that 

connectedness was the most appropriate synonym for school belonging, and that key indicators of 

the phenomenon include inclusion, acceptance, respect, and connection. School belonging is 

complex and multidimensional, as it reflects the interplay between individual, social, and 

environmental influences that contribute to students’ experiences of belonging at school (Allen et 

al., 2016, 2021, 2022a; Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2020). These findings highlight the benefit of using 

a socio-ecological framework to examine the phenomenon. 
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Methods 

A narrative review was conducted to synthesize research on school belonging for the purpose of 

developing a comprehensive model of the topic through the lens of a socio-ecological framework. 

Narrative reviews provide an extensive description and interpretation of published literature on a 

given topic, which is useful for examining the research focus in novel ways and for presenting new 

insights (Sukhera, 2022a, 2022b). Furthermore, the method is useful for investigating research 

inquiries that are broad or complex (Sukhera, 2022b), such as school belonging. Rather than a 

systematic synthesis, narrative reviews offer thoughtful and rigorous interpretations of bodies of 

knowledge, culminating in rich and meaningful summaries (Sukhera, 2022a, 2022b).  

A literature search for peer-reviewed articles examining school belonging was undertaken 

using a combination of keywords, including school belonging, school connectedness, school 

bonding, school engagement, school identification, school membership, student connection, 

student engagement, academic achievement, peer relationships, student-teacher relationships, 

parent involvement, and extra-curricular involvement. Relevant databases were searched, 

including ERIC, JSTOR, EBSCOhost, Connected Papers, Semantic Scholar, Google Scholar™, 

and the University of Victoria Library database. The search was limited to articles published in 

English, and only those that were peer-reviewed and published after 1999 were included. Relevant 

peer-reviewed articles were identified and examined for this narrative review.  

Socio-Ecological Influences on School Belonging 

Situated within Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) ecological systems theory, this review first examines 

student-specific influences as they relate to school belonging, including academic, biological, and 

psychological determinants. Family, peer, and teacher-student relationships within the 

microsystem are discussed next, followed by parent involvement at school, enrollment in extra-

curricular activities, and school climate, which are reflected in a child’s mesosystem. At the 

exosystem and macrosystem levels, broader social and political themes are explored. It is 

important to note that each of these factors is often measured and discussed in isolation; however, 

they can exert bidirectional influences on one another across multiple systems in complex and 

often poorly understood ways (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022). 

Figure 2 

Ecological Systems Model of School Belonging 

Note. Adapted from El Zaatari and Maalouf’s (2022) and Allen and colleagues’ (2016) conceptual 

theories. 
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Student-Level Influences: Academic, Biological, and Psychological 

Research has established a strong link between student-level factors and students’ sense of school 

belonging (Allen et al., 2016, 2023). Academic motivation and achievement, gender, ethnicity, 

and psychological well-being have all been implicated in students’ perceptions of school belonging 

(Allen et al., 2018; Faulkner et al., 2009; Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013; Graham et al., 2022; 

Hughes et al., 2015). The individual factors discussed in the following section reflect bi-directional 

effects, as students' traits influence their environment, while their environment simultaneously 

exerts influence on their personal characteristics (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022; Rosa 

& Tudge, 2013). 

Academic Influences 

Students who highly value school (Allen et al., 2018; Anderman, 2003; Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 

2013), have future educational goals (Allen et al., 2018; Uwah et al., 2008), experience greater 

academic motivation, and demonstrate better academic achievement are more likely to have a 

strong sense of school belonging (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2018; Anderman, 2003; Hughes 

et al., 2015). For example, in a meta-analytic review of 82 correlational studies, Korpershoek 

(2020) reported a positive correlation between school belonging and academic achievement. Other 

research suggests that positive future educational aspirations, better academic self-regulation, 

greater self-rating in academics, higher educational goals, increased motivation, and valuing 

academics all positively affect students’ sense of school belonging (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen et 

al., 2018; Fong Lam et al., 2015; Korpershoek et al., 2020). This research highlights the key role 

that academic skills play in school belonging and the importance of supporting academic 

motivation and achievement in classrooms (Allen et al., 2022a; Šeboková et al., 2018). Educators 

can achieve this by providing meaningful, interesting, and scaffolded academic activities using a 

variety of educational approaches (Allen et al., 2018; Riley, 2019; Shochet & Orr, 2020). 

Biological Influences 

Evidence across elementary, middle, and high school students suggests that school belonging 

varies by gender, with females reporting higher levels of school belonging than males (Anderman, 

2002; Hughes et al., 2015; Sali et al., 2023). A likely explanation for this finding is that females 

tend to experience greater academic achievement than males (Encinas-Martín & Cherian, 2023; 

Marcenaro–Gutierrez et al., 2018), which is positively associated with school belonging (Allen et 

al., 2018). Females also tend to report more positive relationships with their teachers (Aliyev & 

Tunc, 2015; Carvalho, 2016; Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013), which also has positive implications 

for school belonging (Ahmadi et al., 2020). Given the importance of school belonging to student 

success (Allen & Boyle, 2018), educators need to prioritize building strong student-teacher 

relationships across all gender identities.  

Variation across race and ethnicity has also been identified in some of the literature, 

although findings are inconsistent across studies, likely as a result of different measurement tools, 

geographical locations, and sample populations (e.g., Benner & Graham, 2009; Gillen-O’Neel & 

Fuligni, 2013; Hughes et al., 2015). In a longitudinal study of Latin American, Asian, and 

European high school students (n = 572), Gillen-O’Neel and Fuligni (2013) reported that ethnic 

group membership alone was not associated with school belonging, nor with fluctuations in levels 

of school belonging across high school. Other researchers have also found that race/ethnicity was 

not significantly related to school belonging (Allen et al., 2018). In contrast, some researchers have 

reported a difference in school belonging across ethnically diverse groups (Hughes et al., 2015; 
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Wang & Eccles, 2012). Researchers hypothesize that when variation in school belonging across 

ethnically diverse groups is identified, it may be in response to the ethnic composition of schools, 

rather than students’ individual ethnicity (Benner & Graham, 2009; Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 

2013; Graham et al., 2022). In other words, students with few same-race/ethnic peers at school 

face additional challenges to developing a strong sense of school belonging because they may feel 

like they don’t fit in (Graham et al., 2022; Singh et al., 2010). 

Psychological Influences 

A large body of research has reported that students with better mental health also 

experience a greater sense of school belonging (Allen & Boyle, 2018; Castro-Kemp et al., 2020; 

Klik et al., 2023; Vang & Nishina, 2022). For example, students who report higher rates of self-

esteem (Gummadam et al., 2016; Hernández et al., 2017) and subjective well-being tend to 

experience a greater sense of belonging at school (Allen & Boyle, 2018; Tian et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, a greater propensity to experience positive emotions (positive emotional affect) and 

lower levels of psychological distress can also support the development of a strong sense of school 

belonging (Shochet et al., 2011; Wagle et al., 2021). Korpershoek and colleagues (2020) conducted 

a review of 82 correlational studies across six English-speaking countries and reported a small to 

moderate positive correlation between students’ social-emotional outcomes (such as self-concept 

and self-efficacy) and school belonging. When students have effective social-emotional skills, 

such as self-efficacy and self-esteem, they are able to more easily feel connected to their school 

environment (Frydenberg et al., 2017). 

Internalizing symptoms, such as depression and anxiety, can create significant barriers to 

students' ability to develop a sense of belonging at school (Arslan, 2019; Montecillo et al., 2024; 

Shochet et al., 2011). For example, symptoms of depression can have significant, adverse effects 

on student well-being, in addition to students’ perceptions of school belonging (Arslan, 2019; Klik 

et al., 2023; Parr et al., 2020; Slaten et al., 2016). Furthermore, researchers have also found a 

negative association between symptoms of anxiety and school belonging (Arslan, 2019, 2022; 

Montecillo et al., 2024; Shochet et al., 2011). Effects of negative peer relationships, such as peer 

victimization, are often a major contributor to students’ stress and anxiety levels, further 

exacerbating feelings of unbelonging (Arslan, 2022; Montecillo et al., 2024; Parker et al., 2015). 

This research highlights the need for educators to support school belonging by offering social-

emotional learning programs that target social and emotional skills in students (Allen et al., 2022b; 

Frydenberg et al., 2017; Hassani et al., 2023), in addition to referring students for early mental 

health intervention services to improve their future mental health outcomes (McGorry & Mei, 

2018). 

Microsystem Influences: Relationships with Parents, Peers, and School Staff 

Microsystems directly affect a child’s daily life through interactions with parents, siblings, close 

extended family, school personnel, and peers (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Hayes et al., 2022). 

Researchers examining microsystem factors typically investigate the effects of parents, peers, and 

school staff on school belonging with a primary focus on perceived levels of support within each 

of these influences (e.g., Allen et al., 2016; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022). This literature suggests 

that positive relationships with individuals inside and outside of school settings are required for a 

strong sense of school belonging to development (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2023; Cai et 

al., 2023; Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2020). There is growing awareness that learning is a social and 
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relational process, and that fostering positive relationships in schools is an important aspect of 

providing high-quality education. 

Parental Influences 

According to Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) theory, the family is the first microsystem to which a child 

belongs, and familial contexts play a significant role in child development, in addition to students’ 

sense of school belonging (Allen & Boyle, 2018; Law et al., 2013). Common family-related 

determinants of school belonging include parents’ educational aspirations and level of academic 

support for their child, parental emotional support, and the quality of parent-child relationships 

(Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020; Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2018; Uslu & Gizir, 2017; Wang & 

Eccles, 2012).  

Researchers have found that increased parental emotional support, in addition to greater 

involvement in a child’s life, is a strong positive predictor of school belonging (Ahmadi et al., 

2020; Allen et al., 2023; Garcia-Reid et al., 2005). This is because parents who can offer academic 

support, prioritize educational values, and believe in their child’s competence as a learner are 

actively fostering a positive connection to the school (Allen et al., 2023). Furthermore, positive 

parent-child relationships derived from healthy emotional connections with primary caregivers 

have a positive effect on children’s prosocial behaviours and mental health (Allen & Boyle, 2018; 

Zilberstein, 2014). This has important implications for school belonging, as researchers have 

reported a positive association between children's social-emotional and behavioural skills and their 

sense of school belonging (Korpershoek et al., 2020). Adding further support for this conclusion, 

in a study conducted by Nunes and colleagues (2013) of 289 children and 205 caregivers in Brazil, 

the authors reported that poor parental attachment and rejection predicted internalizing and 

externalizing behaviours in children. Similarly, Belskey and colleagues (2006) conducted a 

longitudinal study of over 1,000 U.S. children and found that healthier patterns of parental 

attachment were associated with lower teacher ratings of internalizing and externalizing behaviour 

problems in early elementary students. This also has implications for school belonging, as students 

with higher rates of externalizing and internalizing behaviours tend to experience lower levels of 

school belonging (Arslan, 2019). Parents can do much to foster positive academic and 

psychosocial outcomes at school by providing academic and emotional support to their children. 

Peer Influences 

Within a school setting, peers constitute an important determinant of a student’s educational 

experience, influencing students’ school and classroom engagement, academic motivation, and 

social and emotional adjustment (Cemalcilar, 2010; Kiefer et al., 2015; Uslu & Gizir, 2017; Wang 

& Eccles, 2012). A variety of influences related to peer relationships have been implicated in 

perceptions of school belonging, including the quality of students’ peer relationships, such as trust 

and closeness with peers (Allen et al., 2018), level of academic peer support (Kiefer et al., 2015), 

effects of mental health on peer interactions (Arslan, 2022; Arslan & Allen, 2021), and peer 

victimization (Chen et al., 2023; Espelage et al., 2013; Lo Cricchio et al., 2023). Regardless of the 

particular constructs under inquiry, robust evidence suggests that positive peer relationships are a 

strong positive predictor of school belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010; Kiefer et al., 2015; Slaten et al., 

2016; Uslu & Gizir, 2017).  
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Teacher-Student Relationships 

Supportive teacher-student relationships can have a positive impact on students’ sense of school 

belonging (Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020; Allen et al., 2023; Cai et al., 2022). Teachers can build high-

quality relationships with students by emphasizing care, respect, appreciation, trust, empathy, and 

cooperation (Allen et al., 2023; Cai et al., 2023; Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2020; Wang & Eccles, 

2012). Furthermore, teachers who offer academic and emotional support, treat students fairly, and 

are encouraging do much to support belonging in their classrooms (Ahmadi & Ahmadi, 2020; 

Wang & Eccles, 2012). In a study of 815 adolescent participants by Uslu and Gizir (2017), the 

authors reported that the quality of teacher–student relationships was a strong predictor of school 

belonging, accounting for 44.7% of the variance. Their model explained a further 2.4% of the 

variance, capturing the effects of parent involvement and peer relationships. Conversely, teacher–

student power imbalances, characterized by a lack of care or respect towards students, have been 

widely shown to negatively impact students’ school belonging (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen et al., 

2023; Ibrahim & El Zaatari, 2022). The importance of positive and supportive relationships for 

healthy student functioning, both within school and beyond, is well documented (Allen et al., 2016, 

2023; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022; Hayes et al., 2022). 

Mesosystem Influences: School Climate, Extracurriculars, and Parental Involvement 

The mesosystem represents the interactions and communications between a child’s microsystems 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1993; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022; Hayes et al., 2022). In the context of school 

belonging, the mesosystem typically includes a school’s climate, extracurricular participation, and 

level of parent involvement at school (Allen et al., 2016, 2023; Hayes et al., 2022). 

School Climate 

School climate is typically defined as a school’s norms, values, and expectations, and extensive 

research has identified a strong positive association between school climate and school belonging 

(Encina & Berger, 2021; Klik et al., 2023; Long et al., 2021; Vang & Nishina, 2022). For example, 

in a study of 657 U.S. adolescent participants, Vang & Nishina (2021) reported that increased 

positive interethnic school climate (i.e., peer acceptance of cultural and ethnic differences, staff 

support for cross-ethnic peer interactions, and school celebrations of cultural holidays) was 

associated with higher levels of school belonging. Furthermore, in a study of 799 Turkish middle 

school students, Cemalcilar (2010) found that a school’s social-contextual climate, including 

perceptions of school social relationships and satisfaction with the school environment, was 

predictive of school belonging. 

In a 3-year longitudinal study of 6,537 Grade 7 to 10 Australian students, Klik and 

colleagues (2023) also found that school belonging was positively associated with school climate 

(i.e., school academic emphasis, student–student relations, staff–student relations, and shared 

values and approach). The authors stated that a more positive perception of school climate was 

also associated with lower depressive symptoms in students, indicating that shared school values, 

school relationships, and school academic emphasis impact student mental health. Schools can 

support belonging by creating a positive climate that prioritizes connection through its policies, 

leadership, and norms; this includes ensuring a physically and emotionally safe environment, 

implementing fair and consistent disciplinary practices, and upholding high academic standards 

(Allen et al., 2018; Riley, 2019; Shochet & Orr, 2020). 
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Extracurricular Involvement 

Students’ sense of school belonging has been positively linked to increased participation in school 

activities, such as extracurricular programs (Allen et al., 2016, 2018; Encina & Berger, 2021). 

Opportunities to engage in extracurricular pursuits, such as clubs or sports teams, foster social 

connection and peer relationships, positively impacting school belonging (Allen et al., 2016). In a 

study of 38,286 seventh to 12th-grade students across 754 schools, Encina and Berger (2021) 

found a positive association between school belonging and students’ school engagement and extra-

curricular involvement. The authors reported that a supportive school climate, which fosters strong 

educator-student relationships, increases extracurricular participation among students. This study 

also highlighted how students' sense of school belonging translates into specific behaviours (i.e., 

school participation) if schools offer ample opportunities for active engagement within the school 

community. As such, educators can play a direct role in creating school belonging by providing a 

variety of extracurricular activities that are likely to interest a broad range of students (Allen et al., 

2016, 2018). 

Parental Educational Involvement 

A comprehensive body of literature has reported that increased family and community 

involvement at school has a positive effect on school belonging (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen & 

Kern, 2017; El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022). Parents who provide 

educational support and hold positive views of their children as learners, in addition to being 

actively involved in their child’s education, positively impact school belonging (Allen et al., 2023). 

Parental involvement at school helps instill positive values of school and learning, which supports 

children’s school attendance and positive school-related behaviours (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Wang 

& Eccles, 2012). Schools can do much to support parental involvement, such as hosting family 

events, school fundraisers, maintaining parent communication, and providing opportunities for 

parents to connect with teachers through parent-led conferences or meet-the-teacher night (Allen 

et al., 2016; Hayes et al., 2022). Mesosystem influences differ across grades and individual 

students, as forces within a student’s mesosystem do not remain stable over time (Allen & Boyle, 

2018; Hughes et al., 2015; Niehaus et al., 2012). In sum, the mesosystem exerts both positive and 

negative effects on a student’s education, influencing perceptions and experiences of school 

belonging across their formal years of schooling. 

Exosystem Influences: Parental Workplace, Educational Policies, and Neighbourhood 

A child’s exosystem represents the environments and contexts with which a child is not actively 

involved, but nevertheless is indirectly influenced by (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Haynes et al., 2022). 

Exosystem influences implicated in school belonging include parental workplaces, provincial 

policies and legislation, and the local neighbourhood (El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; El Zaatari & 

Maalouf, 2022; Hayes et al., 2022). Most studies on school belonging have primarily focused on 

student-level, microsystem, and mesosystem effects, limiting our understanding of how broader 

aspects within the exosystem and macrosystem influence a child's education (Allen et al. 2016, 

2018). 

Parental Workplace 

Literature discussing the influence of the exosystem on school belonging has suggested that 

parental workplaces may be a factor (Allen & Kern, 2017). Stressors within the parents’ workplace 

can negatively influence the quality of parents’ interactions with their children, in addition to 
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parents’ capacity for involvement within the school (Hayes et al., 2022; Peters et al., 2008). Given 

the importance of parental relationships to school belonging, this may be one pathway through 

which parental workplaces influence students’ experiences of belonging at school. In addition, 

parent-teacher meetings and school activities scheduled during typical working hours can create 

challenges for employed parents to become involved in the school, resulting in either lost income 

or fewer opportunities for school-parent engagement (Scorgie, 2015). There is also evidence to 

suggest a positive association between higher parental education levels and children’s sense of 

school belonging (Marksteiner & Kuger, 2016; Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Ruedas-Gracia et al., 

2020), likely due to the positive impact higher education has on employment opportunities. 

Educational Policies 

School belonging can be influenced by local and provincial educational policies, legislation, 

regulations, and initiatives, as well as how these influences are interpreted and implemented across 

schools and school boards (Allen et al., 2016; Saab, 2009). For example, educational reforms 

aimed at improving academic outcomes through increased emphasis on exams can lead to an exam-

oriented approach to learning, resulting in changes in teaching strategies and practices, curriculum, 

and student evaluation systems (El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021). Such changes can negatively 

influence students’ perceptions of school climate, in addition to their sense of psychological well-

being and school belonging (El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; Högberg & Lindgren, 2023). This 

association may partially be due to the overemphasis on academic success, which can exacerbate 

feelings of unbelonging among students who struggle academically (Högberg & Lindgren, 2023). 

Furthermore, inclusion policies that support the education of students with disabilities in 

mainstream classrooms can have positive effects on students’ academic, social, and affective 

outcomes; these effects are bolstered by teachers who are positive, flexible, receptive, and 

knowledgeable about their students’ disabilities (Alesech & Nayar, 2021; Prince & Hadwin, 2013; 

Pesonen, 2016). Policymakers have a valuable opportunity to strengthen school belonging by 

making it a priority in educational initiatives, recognizing its positive influence on students' 

academic success and psychosocial well-being (Allen et al., 2016; Cemalcilar, 2010; El Zaatari & 

Maalouf, 2022). 

Local Neighborhood 

Many influences within the local neighbourhood can affect a child’s educational experiences, and 

consequently, their sense of school belonging (Allen et al., 2018). Differences across rural and 

urban environments, along with levels of community violence, may play a key role in school 

belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Ludwig & Warren, 2009; Maurizi et al., 2013). In a systematic 

review of 51 studies conducted in the U.S. and Australia (n = 67,378), Allen and colleagues (2018) 

identified 10 themes influencing school belonging: academic motivation, emotional stability, 

personal characteristics, parent support, peer support, teacher support, gender, race and ethnicity, 

extracurricular activities, and environmental/school safety. Within all these themes except gender, 

geographical differences had a moderating effect. In general, schools in rural neighbourhoods had 

higher effect sizes between associations to school belonging (r = 0.51) compared to urban schools 

(r = 0.25). The authors of this paper hypothesized that smaller class sizes, fewer disciplinary 

actions, higher homogeneity, greater involvement in extracurricular activities, and increased 

opportunities for student-teacher interactions in rural schools compared to urban schools may 

explain this result.  
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Evidence in support of the negative effects of increased neighbourhood violence on school 

belonging is primarily indirect. For example, a two-year ethnographic study of one New York 

middle school conducted by Mateu‐Gelabert and Lune (2003) examined the interrelationship 

between neighbourhood and school violence. The authors reported that for study participants, 

school and neighbourhood violence were bidirectional, with conflict originating from and flowing 

to both schools and neighbourhoods. Organizational structures in schools (such as classroom 

divisions) and neighbourhoods (such as rival drug affiliations) generated conflict and violence, in 

addition to bilingual and monolingual differences across groups and individuals. This has 

implications for school belonging, as lower instances of violence and higher levels of perceived 

physical, emotional, and psychological safety within schools are associated with increased levels 

of school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Kern 2017; Cemalcilar, 2010). Other researchers 

have found a strong association between heightened exposure to community violence and lower 

school identification, conceptualized as a student’s sense of school belonging and valuing of 

school (Ludwig & Warren, 2009). In conclusion, less is currently known about the impact of 

exosystem factors on school belonging; more research is needed to develop a thorough 

understanding of how these more distal influences affect students’ perceptions of belonging across 

their education (Allen et al., 2016, 2018; Maurizi et al., 2013). 

Macrosystem Influences: Country of Residence 

A child’s macrosystem represents the cultural and societal influences on development, such as 

sociocultural values and beliefs, and their impact on more proximal systems (Bronfenbrenner, 

1995; Hayes et al., 2022). Children are not directly connected to the macrosystem; instead, distal 

social and cultural influences, such as shifts in political ideology, profoundly influence their lives 

(Allen et al., 2023; Bronfenbrenner, 1993). Within school belonging literature, the macrosystem 

is thought to impact school belonging through its effects related to a country’s economy, social 

norms (such as gender roles), and social hierarchical structures (El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022); 

however, little direct research has explored these theories (Allen et al. 2016, 2018; Allen & Kern, 

2017). 

Examining data across 52 countries, Allen and colleagues (2023) compared students’ sense 

of school belonging in 309,785 adolescent participants. Their findings indicated that 92.86% of 

the variance in school belonging was explained by differences among students, while 2.48% was 

explained by variation between schools within the same country, and an additional 4.66% of the 

variance in school belonging was explained by differences between countries. In other words, 

student-level factors play a much greater role in predicting school belonging than more distal 

factors, but a country’s economic development, legislation, policies, and government views 

nevertheless impact belonging at school (Allen et al., 2023). Given the dearth of literature in this 

area, future research is necessary to understand the indirect pathways that factors within students’ 

countries of residence have on their sense of school belonging. 

Chronosystem 

The chronosystem reflects changes over time that impact each system within the ecological model, 

including individual changes and transitions, historical events, and the specific period in which a 

child is developing (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). Much research has found that 

school belonging is not a stable construct, but fluctuates throughout a student’s education in 

response to changes within a child’s individual, social, and environmental context (Allen & Boyle, 

2018; Hughes et al., 2015; Niehaus et al., 2012). 

in education

31 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



School Transitions 

Within the chronosystem, school transitions appear to play an important role in school belonging 

(Allen & Boyle, 2018; Hughes et al., 2015; Niehaus et al., 2012); consequently, school transitions 

have been a particular focus in school belonging research. Transitions, such as from preschool to 

elementary school, involve the chronosystem. These transitions also involve the microsystem and 

mesosystem, as they deal with temporality, new relationships, and school-related determinants, 

such as school climate (Hayes et al., 2022). Transitions are often accompanied by a range of 

changes, including a loss of peer groups, building new relationships, adjustment to new 

environmental spaces, and disruptions to learning, which can result in social and emotional 

changes that impact school belonging in complex ways (Allen & Boyle, 2018; Hayes et al., 2022). 

Transition times can also offer new developmental, social, and academic opportunities for students 

(Allen & Boyle, 2018; Hayes et al., 2022).  

In particular, a successful transition to kindergarten is important to build a child’s positive 

attitudes towards future learning, academic self-efficacy, and sense of school belonging (Dockett 

& Perry, 2005; Joerdens, 2014; McMahon & Wernsman, 2009; Wagle et al., 2021). Students who 

experience a positive start to school are more likely to view school as important and hold positive 

views of their ability to succeed, which can lead to improved school outcomes later in life (ETC, 

2011; Peters, 2010). Consequently, early childhood educators should view fostering belonging 

among early learners as a top curricular priority (Johansson & Puroila, 2021).  

Students entering middle school often experience a drop in school belonging, likely due to 

the increased stressors and reduced perceptions of school support and teacher connection after this 

transition (Hughes et al., 2015; Niehaus et al., 2012). Wylie and Hodgena (2012) examined a large 

New Zealand dataset from the Competent Learners Study to investigate changes in school 

engagement (effort and enjoyment of learning and quality of relationships with teachers) across 

the ages of 10 to 16. The authors reported a decline between early adolescence (age 12) and mid-

adolescence (age 14), likely due to marked changes in activities outside of school, friendships, and 

values during early adolescence. Similar declining rates of school belonging have also been 

identified in students transitioning to high school (Benner & Graham, 2009; Wang & Eccles, 

2012). For example, Benner and Graham (2009) followed 1,979 U.S. students from seventh to 

tenth grade and found that students transitioning to high school were lonelier and more anxious 

upon entry to high school and that the increased anxiety levels were maintained across time. Other 

research also suggests that school belonging and school liking steadily decline in adolescence 

(Wang & Eccles, 2012), likely due to increased academic demands and high levels of school-

related stress (Lo Cricchio et al., 2023). Major influences across each ecological system interact 

in complex and interconnected ways in the context of time to impact students’ sense of school 

belonging. 

Promoting Belonging in Schools 

In response to the growing recognition of the importance of school belonging for a broad range of 

positive student outcomes, researchers have begun to investigate how belonging can be fostered 

in schools (e.g., Allen et al., 2016; Allen & Kern, 2020). Strategies to facilitate school belonging 

include targeting students' social-emotional skills  (Allen et al., 2022b; Frydenberg et al., 2017; 

Hassani et al., 2023; Pollak et al., 2023) and devoting time and resources to building positive 

student-teacher relationships (Allen et al., 2022b; Riley, 2019; Shochet & Orr, 2020). In addition, 
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fostering positive student relationships and interactions can support students’ sense of belonging 

at school (Keyes, 2019; Leadbeater et al., 2023; Shochet & Orr, 2020).  

School belonging is intrinsically tied to students’ social and emotional well-being (Allen 

& Boyle, 2018; Castro-Kemp et al., 2020). As a consequence, initiatives geared towards promoting 

belonging in schools often focus on improving students’ social and emotional health (e.g., Allen 

et al., 2022b; Allen & Kern, 2020; Pollak et al., 2023). Social Emotional Learning programs may 

address a broad range of capacities, including self-awareness, building a positive identity, emotion 

regulation skills, and social skills (Cervantes & Gutierrez, 2019; Frydenberg et al., 2017; Hassani 

et al., 2023; Ross & Tolan, 2017). Integrating psychoeducational social-emotional learning 

programs into the curriculum can help students develop the skills required for a strong sense of 

school belonging to occur (Allen et al., 2022b; Frydenberg et al., 2017; Hassani et al., 2023).  

Students also need to feel supported and connected to the educators who work with them 

(Allen et al., 2022b; Riley, 2019; Shochet & Orr, 2020). They need to know that their teachers 

know them, care about them, and like them, regardless of their performance at school (Allen & 

Kern, 2020; Riley, 2019). Some researchers have even found that student-teacher relationships 

have a stronger influence on school belonging than peers or parents (Allen et al., 2018; Allen & 

Kern, 2020; Keyes, 2019). Consequently, improving the quality of teacher-student relationships is 

an essential component of enhancing school belonging (Keyes, 2019; Leadbeater et al., 2023; 

Shochet & Orr, 2020). Teachers can build nurturing relationships with their students by 

demonstrating care and respect through responsive communication, getting to know their students 

well, recognizing and believing in their students’ strengths and abilities, and being encouraging 

and friendly (Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Kern, 2020; Keyes, 2019; Shochet & Orr, 2020). 

Educational policy makers and leaders would do much to support school belonging by ensuring 

that teachers are allocated sufficient time and opportunity to build strong relationships with their 

students (Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Kern, 2020). 

Positive peer relationships built on kindness and mutual respect enable students to feel 

included and involved in their school environment, cultivating a sense of school belonging (Allen 

et al., 2022a; Riley, 2019; Shochet & Orr, 2020). School initiatives that build peer relationships 

and improve the quality of peer interactions are an important component of promoting belonging 

in schools (Allen & Kern, 2020; El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; Hassani et al., 2023). Methods for 

enhancing peer relationships include prevention and intervention programs that target mental self-

concepts, well-being, social-emotional skills, and anti-bullying strategies (Cervantes & Gutierrez, 

2019; Hassani et al., 2023; Pollak et al., 2023). In particular, students benefit from explicit social 

skills instruction targeted at building empathy for others, social problem-solving skills, social 

perspective-taking, effective interpersonal communication, conflict resolution skills, and other 

healthy relationship behaviours (Allen et al., 2022b; Cervantes & Gutierrez, 2019; Hassani et al., 

2023). Educators can also promote peer relationships by increasing peer interactions through 

classroom meetings, group work, collaborative games, and facilitating extracurricular involvement 

(Cervantes & Gutierrez, 2019; El Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; Mary, 2014; Shochet & Orr, 2020). 

Assisting students in developing positive friendships that support the development of prosocial 

behaviours can bolster students’ sense of belonging at school (Allen & Kern, 2017). 

Teachers can also foster school belonging by creating a positive and inclusive classroom 

environment through group work, collaborative activities, and engaging lessons that build on 

students' strengths and interests (Keyes, 2019; Mary, 2014). Furthermore, encouraging cultural 

awareness by facilitating respectful discussions on racial and ethnic differences can help students 

in education

33 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



feel a sense of belonging (Shochet & Orr, 2020). Effective classroom management that is 

supportive rather than punitive also has positive effects on school belonging (Keyes, 2019). 

Additionally, building strong relationships with families and involving the community in learning 

activities can further reinforce students' sense of connection to school (Allen et al., 2016, 2018; 

Riley, 2019). The benefits of a strong sense of school belonging are evident, given its positive 

impact on students’ academic achievement, mental health, and social well-being (Ahmadi & 

Ahmadi, 2020; Arslan, 2019; Tian et al., 2016). Consequently, it is imperative that educators have 

a strong understanding of how to increase belonging at school. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

This narrative review has several limitations due to the methodological design and the broader 

literature on school belonging. First, unlike other types of reviews, narrative reviews do not follow 

a fully replicable or exhaustive search protocol, which may result in the omission of relevant 

studies and limit the ability of others to critically appraise or reproduce the findings. Second, the 

literature on school belonging is marked by inconsistent terminology and conceptual definitions, 

complicating the identification and inclusion of all studies that relate to the research topic. Third, 

the existing body of research on school belonging is predominantly quantitative, correlational, and 

situated in U.S. contexts with adolescent participants. This narrow demographic and 

methodological focus limits the applicability of findings to diverse socio-economic and cultural 

settings, especially among younger children or students in underrepresented regions. In addition, 

the lack of causal or explanatory research further limits our understanding of the mechanisms that 

explain the associations between school belonging and its various correlates. 

Although school belonging has received a substantial amount of attention within 

educational research, some gaps in the literature have prevented the development of a holistic 

understanding of the construct. For example, there is a lack of literature on school belonging that 

is sensitive to developmental influences, despite the psychosocial and physiological changes that 

occur in students across their development (Balasundaram & Avulakunta, 2024; Dyussenbayev, 

2017). Many studies neglect to consider how school belonging varies depending on the 

developmental stage of participants and the school context in which they exist (i.e., elementary, 

middle, secondary, and post-secondary) (Slaten et al., 2016). For example, Goodenow’s (1993) 

definition of school belonging is widely used across the literature, even in the context of young 

children, even though it originated out of research with adolescent participants (e.g., Doumas & 

Midgett, 2019; Palikara et al., 2021; Wagle et al., 2021). Further research examining the extent to 

which common conceptualizations are applicable across child and adolescent development would 

be beneficial.  

School belonging literature is also predominantly based on quantitative measures, limiting 

our understanding of nuanced variations of the construct across students (Bouchard & Berg, 2017). 

In particular, there is a dearth of literature in early elementary populations that captures young 

students' voices and perspectives (Erwin et al., 2024). The lack of qualitative investigations, 

particularly in early elementary students, presents a significant gap in the literature. Future 

qualitative research is needed to better understand the unique variations, perceptions, and 

experiences of school belonging in students. 

Despite a wide body of literature identifying the importance of school belonging to student 

success (Ahmadi et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2016), globally, there exists little research within early 

elementary populations (i.e., kindergarten to Grade 2). As a consequence, our current 
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understanding of school belonging is developed predominantly out of research with adolescent 

participants (Palikara et al., 2021). This has left a large gap in knowledge of what factors contribute 

to early elementary students’ sense of school belonging and how best to support belonging in this 

population. Future research on school belonging with early elementary students is greatly needed, 

given that a sense of school belonging is fundamental for young children’s social and emotional 

health (Castro-Kemp et al., 2020; Palikara et al., 2021).  

Finally, our understanding of the impact of distal influences within the exo and macro systems on 

school belonging is currently limited due to the indirect nature of these determinants and the lack 

of research in this area (Allen et al., 2016, 2018). The dearth of research may be due to the 

challenges in studying contexts that have indirect effects on students’ sense of school belonging, 

the significant research requirements to compare similarities and differences across diverse 

communities to generate theories, or the complexities of the pathways between these influences 

and school belonging. Nevertheless, future research examining what exosystem and macrosystem 

factors influence school belonging would support a more comprehensive understanding of this 

important educational construct. 

Conclusion 

School belonging is the outcome of proximal and distal bidirectional influences reflected in each 

of Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) ecological systems. Students’ biological, academic, and psychological 

traits all play a key role in school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Allen et al., 2023; El Zaatari & 

Maalouf, 2022; Tian et al., 2016). A child’s microsystem also affects perceptions of belonging at 

school, including the quality of relationships with parents, peers, and teachers (Allen et al., 2016; 

Allen et al., 2023; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022). Mesosystem influences, such as school climate, 

engagement in extracurricular activities, and parent involvement at school, also impact students’ 

sense of school belonging (Allen et al., 2016; Allen et al., 2023; Hayes et al., 2022). Some evidence 

suggests that the exosystem may influence school belonging through its effects related to parental 

workplaces, provincial educational policies and legislation, and local neighbourhood contexts (El 

Zaatari & Ibrahim, 2021; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022; Hayes et al., 2022). Distal influences within 

a child’s macrosystem thought to impact school belonging include a country's sociocultural values, 

educational agendas, and social and cultural norms (Allen et al., 2023), although more empirical 

evidence is needed to confirm this.  

One of the key challenges in drawing conclusions about school belonging lies in the fact 

that existing conceptualizations are largely based on quantitative research with adolescent 

participants in U.S. contexts. To develop a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of 

this educational phenomenon, future research using a broader range of participants across diverse 

age groups, cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and global settings is required. To cultivate a sense 

of belonging in schools, educators and policymakers should nurture positive interpersonal school 

relationships, prioritize social-emotional curriculum, and create a school climate that students 

perceive as safe, inclusive, and supportive (Allen et al., 2018; Allen & Kern, 2020; Riley, 2019; 

Shochet & Orr, 2020). Educational leaders and policymakers would do much to support student 

achievement and social-emotional well-being by implementing educational reforms that support 

belonging in schools. 
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