School Mental Health (2023) 15:927-939
https://doi.org/10.1007/5s12310-023-09596-9

ORIGINAL PAPER

=

Check for
updates

Student-ldentified Practices for Improving Belonging in Australian
Secondary Schools: Moving Beyond COVID-19

Kelly-Ann Allen'?® . Emily Berger' - Andrea Reupert’
Lefteris Patlamazoglou' - Nick Gamble' - Gerald Wurf'

Accepted: 1 July 2023 / Published online: 25 July 2023
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract

- Christine Grove'> . Fiona May'
- William Warton'

Despite a strong body of evidence demonstrating the importance of school belonging across multiple measures of wellbeing
and academic outcomes, many students still do not feel a sense of belonging to their school. Moreover, school closures caused
by COVID-19 lockdowns have exacerbated challenges for developing a student’s sense of school belonging. The current
study used closed- and open-ended survey questions to explore student perspectives of practices influencing belonging in a
sample of 184 Australian secondary school students. Thematic analysis of student responses to open-ended survey questions
yielded four themes related to teacher-level practices influencing student belonging: emotional support, support for learning,
social connection, and respect, inclusion and diversity. The implications of these findings are discussed, and strategies are

suggested for implementing these student-identified practices.
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Introduction

School belonging is a multidimensional dynamic con-
struct outlining the extent to which students feel personally
accepted, supported, and included by others in the school
environment (Allen et al., 2021a, b; Goodenow & Grady,
1993; Stickl-Haugen et al., 2019). Moreover, school belong-
ing is systemic in nature, influenced by different contexts,
experiences, and interactions that commonly occur in the
school environment, such as classroom interactions (Allen
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et al., 2016a, b; Arslan et al., 2020). School belonging has
been recognised as a significant predictor of a range of
positive outcomes, such as improved psychosocial health
(Steiner et al., 2019; Wyman et al., 2019), psychological
wellbeing (Allen et al., 2016a, b; Arslan et al., 2020; Tian
et al., 2016), positive school experiences (Korpershoek
et al., 2020), and reduced instances of bullying, violence and
substance use (Allen et al., 2021a, b; Arslan, 2022; Demanet
& Van Houtte, 2012). The benefits of school belonging also
appear to extend into adulthood, with a greater sense of
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belonging protecting against mental health decline, violence,
risky sexual behaviour, and substance use (Steiner et al.,
2019). Despite the benefits of school belonging established
in the literature, little is understood regarding what interven-
tions can intentionally build a sense of belonging in school
(Allen et al., 2021a, b; Korpershoek et al., 2020). This is of
concern given that student feelings of belonging have been
gradually declining in Australia over the last several years
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2019), a trend that may now persist or worsen as
schools begin to reopen post COVID-19 lockdown.

While a sense of belonging may be important for primary
school-aged children (Palikara et al., 2021), it is particularly
relevant from young adolescence onwards (ages 10 and up;
Orben et al., 2020). Adolescence describes a period of rapid
psychosocial development characterised by shifting social
relationships, priorities and identity formation (Hill et al.,
2013; Malin et al., 2014). This shift towards preferencing
social relationships and identity formation is significant
because school belonging is associated with positive identity
development (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011; Davis, 2012)
and is a protective factor against negative school-based
outcomes (Steiner et al., 2019). Mental health problems
in adulthood primarily originate in adolescence, with the
onset of depression, anxiety, substance-use disorders, and
the first episode of psychosis typically occurring while the
individual is of school age (Allen & McKenzie, 2015; Bow-
man et al., 2017; Clarke et al., 2020). Experiencing mental
health problems during school is associated with a greater
risk of not graduating due to absenteeism, disruptive class-
room behaviour, suspensions, or expulsions (Wigelsworth
et al., 2017). There are several factors further associated
with these negative outcomes, such as school climate, struc-
ture, and social interactions within school (Limone & Toto,
2022). The school setting is therefore a suitable location
for interventions and practices aimed at addressing mental
health problems in adolescents (Pechmann et al., 2020).

Belonging Post-lockdown

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, school belonging prac-
tices were being popularised throughout Australian schools
(Allen et al., 2018; Norrish, 2015). However, the pandemic
has likely played a role in the recent deterioration of young
people’s mental health and wellbeing due to the unprece-
dented disruption to their education, development, and daily
lives (Biddle & Gray, 2022; Butterworth et al., 2022). Glob-
ally, COVID-19 lockdowns exacerbated feelings of isolation,
with reports of increased rates of depression and anxiety
during lockdowns (de Miranda et al., 2020; Guessoum et al.,
2020; Loades et al., 2020). While these experiences may
have been universal during the pandemic, they were particu-
larly salient for young people in countries that implemented
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strict and ongoing lockdown measures, such as Australia
(Stobart & Duckett, 2022). As school attendance is strongly
linked to a student’s sense of belonging in school (Bowles
& Scull, 2019), and student—teacher relationships strongly
influence feelings of belonging (Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen
et al., 2016a, b; Crouch et al., 2014), the COVID-19 school
closure periods may have impacted school belonging in stu-
dents. Exploring student belonging perceptions during the
COVID-19 lockdown periods can provide valuable insights
into the intersection of school belonging, isolation, and men-
tal health in the context of a global crisis. By understanding
the effects of the pandemic on school belonging and mental
health, interventions and support strategies can be tailored
to address the specific needs of students and promote their
wellbeing during challenging times.

Data from the Australian National University COVID-19
Impact Monitoring Survey found that as of January 2022,
the psychological distress of Australians was at similar lev-
els to what was experienced during the initial COVID-19
response (Biddle & Gray, 2022). This has been supported by
longitudinal data, including measures taken post COVID-19
lockdowns, which found a statistically significant decline in
mental health across the Australian population. Furthermore,
a greater decline in mental health was experienced by indi-
viduals living in states experiencing stricter lockdown meas-
ures when compared to the rest of Australia (Butterworth
et al., 2022). The effects of these worsening mental health
outcomes were more concentrated in young Australians and
among other vulnerable groups who also experienced the
greatest increase in loneliness during the pandemic (Bid-
dle & Gray, 2022). Research during the pandemic (i.e. Ford
et al., 2021) has suggested that although some young people
may be coping well, others are at risk of experiencing poor
mental health outcomes from a combination of new stress-
ors, such as reduced access to mental health and community
services, and limited social interaction and support.

Generating Resources for Schools

A recent systematic review of adolescent school belonging
interventions by Allen et al. (2021a, b) found that while sev-
eral studies reported a positive effect of their intervention on
student school belonging, very few interventions intention-
ally targeted school belonging from the outset, despite it
being known to be an important factor in successful school
outcomes, including mental health (Arslan, 2022; Arslan
et al., 2020). However, the review highlighted that most
schools recognised belonging and wellbeing as priorities
for student outcomes (Allen et al., 2021a, b; see also Allen
et al., 2018). Thus, to keep school belonging at the forefront
of school policy and practice, it is paramount that evidence-
based strategies and resources are easily accessible.
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The Socio-ecological Model of School Belonging

The socio-ecological model of school belonging, adapted
from Bronfenbrenner (1994), emphasises the contribution
and relationships between factors at different levels within
the school system (such as the individual level, school poli-
cies, and class environments) as important contributors
towards a student’s sense of school belonging (Allen et al.,
20164, b). Using a socio-ecological framework to understand
student belonging is important as it centralises individual
characteristics while also considering relational and environ-
mental factors associated with school belonging (Allen et al.,
2018, 20164, b; Chiu et al., 2016). The framework includes
six interconnected levels: the individual level, the microsys-
tem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macrosystem, and
the chronosystem (Allen et al., 2016a, b).

First, individual characteristics encompass student dis-
positional and biological characteristics that may influence
other levels within the framework. Next, the microsystem
focusses on student relationships with teachers, friends, fam-
ily, and peers in the classroom. The mesosystem represents
school policy, resources, management, and leadership, as
well as the interplay between the individual level and the
microsystem. The exosystem encompasses external organi-
sations, other schools, the local community, and businesses
that exist outside of the school. The next level is the mac-
rosystem, which includes national or federal government
influence, state educational institutions, and policy, as well
as the cultural or historical context of each school. Last,
the chronosystem outlines interactions across the socio-
ecological levels across time. Within the socio-ecological
framework, teachers’ capacity to provide social, emotional
and academic support to their students is influenced by the
broader context that they are working in, including school-
wide policies and practices and the culture of the school
environment.

Current Study

Despite a strong body of evidence demonstrating the impor-
tance of school belonging in contributing towards improved
mental health and wellbeing, among a range of other posi-
tive outcomes for young people, research suggests that many
students do not feel a sense of belonging in school (OECD,
2019). Given the impacts of COVID-19 and potential risks
to student wellbeing associated with extended periods of
disconnection from school due to lockdown, it is critical that
opportunities to strengthen school belonging are identified
and implemented.

Research has demonstrated that guidance from stu-
dent perspectives when informing practice and policy has
strengthened student learning and wellbeing (Anderson &
Graham, 2016; Mitra, 2018). While the inclusion of student

voice in educational research is growing in popularity
(Cook-Sather, 2018), limited qualitative research exists in
which student voice on belonging is elicited (cf. Craggs &
Kelly, 2018; Due et al., 2016; Longaretti, 2020), especially
regarding what improves belonging.

The current study employs a socio-ecological lens to
examine student perspectives on school belonging, aiming to
provide valuable insights for school leaders and administra-
tors. By adopting this framework, the study seeks to identify
student-identified practices that enhance school belonging,
while acknowledging its multifaceted nature. The primary
objective is to directly solicit solutions from students, giving
voice to their experiences within the microsystem. While
broader systems may also influence school belonging, the
study prioritises microsystem-level dynamics reported by
students as it best aligns with centring student perspec-
tives. The current study aims to generate recommendations
informed by students' perspectives, outlining specific actions
for enhancing students' sense of school belonging. The
research question guiding this study is: "Which practices do
Australian secondary school students identify as promoting
school belonging?".

Method
Participants

Participants included 184 Australian secondary school stu-
dents aged between 12 and 20 years (M =15.25; SD=1.69)
across Grades 7—12. During the COVID-19 lockdowns, stu-
dents reported that they either learnt remotely, experienced
a combination of both remote learning and school-based
learning, or continued learning at school uninterrupted (see
Table 1). Additionally, nearly half of the participants stated
that their sense of school belonging stayed the same dur-
ing COVID-19 (n=85; 46.20%), and the remaining partici-
pants felt that their sense of belonging decreased (n=76;
41.30%), or increased (n=23; 12.50%). These differences
could be attributed to variations in COVID-19 restrictions
and lockdown schooling practices across states and regions
in Australia throughout 2020 (Stobart & Duckett, 2022). All
included participants were able to respond to the closed- and
open-ended survey items. Participants who did not complete
the survey beyond the demographics section were excluded
from the study to avoid inflating the demographics.

Measures
An online survey was developed specifically for the purposes
of this study, which included items related to participant

demographic information, contextual information in rela-
tion to COVID-19 (e.g., state or territory lived in during
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Table 1 Demographic characteristics of Australian participants

n %

Gender* 132 71.74%
Female 44 2391%
Male 4 2.17%
Non-binary/gender diverse 3 1.64%
My gender identity isn’t listed 1 0.54%
Prefer not to say

Main language spoken at home* 169 91.85%
English 20  10.87%
Other

Identification as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 2 1.77%
Yes 110 97.35%
No 1 0.88%
Prefer not to say

Australian State or Territory 1 0.54%
Australian Capital Territory 20 10.87%
New South Wales 0 0.00%
Northern Territory 16  8.70%
Queensland 8 4.35%
South Australia 6 3.26%
Tasmania 50 27.17%
Victoria 11 598%
Western Australia 72 39.13%

N/A (left blank)

Location 118 64.13%
Metropolitan 63  34.24%
Regional 3 1.63%
Remote

Type of school 88  47.83%
Government high school 11 5.98%
Government K-12 school 9 4.89%
Independent high school 18  9.78%
Independent K-12 school 36 19.57%
Faith-based high school 12 6.52%
Faith-based K-12 school 10 543%
Other

Year level 22 11.96%
7 20 10.87%
8 43 23.37%
9 33 17.93%
10 34 18.48%
11 32 17.39%
12

Student make-up 22 11.96%
Girls only 5 2.71%
Boys only 157 85.33%
Co-educational

School attendance during COVID-19 lockdown 5 2.72%
Attendance on school grounds 122 66.30%
Remote learning 17 9.24%
Both, but mostly on school grounds 40  21.74%

Both, but mostly remote learning

K-12 refers to schools that have a preschool, primary level, and sec-
ondary school

*Participants could select more than one response option for this item

lockdown, mode of school attendance during COVID-19),
and impacts of COVID-19 lockdowns on sense of school
belonging. Student-identified belonging practices were
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explored through eight open-ended survey items asking for
student opinions on belonging practices their schools and
teachers currently implement, as well as what they could
do to improve (e.g. “What could teachers do to improve
your sense of belonging at school?”). Student perceptions
of what they missed from school the most and the least dur-
ing COVID-19 lockdown were asked, alongside why they
felt their sense of school belonging increased, decreased, or
stayed the same during COVID-19 lockdown.

Procedure

Ethical approval for the current study was granted from
Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee
(Project ID: 25,737). Participants were eligible to participate
if they were currently attending an Australian secondary or
K-12 school, and if they had informed their parents of their
involvement in the study. An invitation to participate in the
study was distributed amongst the social networks of the
research team in Australia and disseminated via an invitation
using a range of social media platforms, including Twitter,
Facebook, and Instagram. In addition, several social media
influencers and prominent researchers and advocates in
youth wellbeing shared information about the study within
their social media networks. The online survey was accessed
through a Qualtrics link and included an explanatory state-
ment on the landing page describing what was involved in
taking part in the study, in addition to outlining ethical con-
siderations, including participant wellbeing, informed con-
sent, confidentiality and the secure storage of information.

Participants provided informed consent by selecting a
button prior to proceeding with the survey. In addition, par-
ticipants were asked to indicate whether they had informed
their parents/carers of their involvement in the research; if
they selected no, they were unable to continue. The online
survey was open for access between August and November
2020. During this period, most states and territories in Aus-
tralia had reintroduced school-based learning after spend-
ing the earlier months of 2020 learning online from home
(i.e. remote learning). This excluded the state of Victoria,
which experienced a second extended lockdown from July to
October 2020. Most Victorian students during this time were
expected to engage in online remote learning from home,
excluding only the children of parents who were classified as
essential workers or children who had special needs. Due to
the short and noninvasive nature of the survey, participants
were not reimbursed for their time and participation was
completely voluntary.

Planned Analysis

Demographic data were analysed using IBM Statistical Pack-
age for Social Sciences 26 (SPSS-26). For the qualitative
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data collected through open-ended survey questions, a the-
matic analysis was conducted using the six steps outlined
by Braun and Clarke (2013). The data were read and re-read
(Step 1), inductively coded (Step 2), themes were generated
and categorised (Step 3), then reviewed (Step 4). Finally,
themes were named and defined (Step 5) and then outlined
in this paper as a coherent narrative (Step 6). Since an induc-
tive thematic analysis is facilitated by researcher engagement
with the data, and directed by the content of the data, satura-
tion is achieved only as an interpretive judgement related to
the fulfilment of the studies aims (Braun & Clarke, 2019).
An inductive thematic analysis was chosen as it allows flex-
ibility in terms of epistemological and ontological orien-
tation, while enabling a focus on participant experiences
(Clarke & Braun, 2017). To ensure methodological rigour
and the validity of identified themes and sub-themes, a sen-
ior member of the research team (KA) reviewed and further
refined themes and sub-themes. This was a collaborative
process involving meetings between the senior member of
the research team (KA) and the researcher (FM) who con-
ducted the initial analysis of the qualitative data. To meas-
ure the reliability of coding across different members of the
research team, a Cohen’s Kappa calculation was conducted,
revealing a Cohen’s Kappa Coefficient of k=0.81, indicating
a strong inter-rater reliability.

Results
Student-ldentified Belonging Practices

Thematic analysis of participant responses yielded four
overarching themes and six sub-themes for practices that
improved school belonging (see Table 2). The four main
themes identified include: emotional support, support for
learning, social connection, and respect, inclusion and diver-
sity. Together, these present a narrative explicating what

Table 2 Belonging Practices Identified by Students as Strengthening
School Belonging

Themes and Sub-themes

Emotional support

Approachable and understanding

Encouragement and opportunity
Support for learning

Additional support

Support for diverse learning needs
Social connection

Connections with peers

Involvement in school events/activities

Respect, inclusion, and diversity

practices students feel would strengthen school belonging.
All four overarching themes were valued by students both
during COVID-19 lockdown and in the classroom envi-
ronment. The following section describes each theme and
provides representative extracts from the open-ended sur-
vey items to illustrate support for the analytic interpreta-
tions. Due to the large sample of responses, quotes will be
tagged with a randomised number to distinguish them, along
with student gender identity and age. Percentages of stu-
dent responses for the open-ended survey items will not be
included as it may be misleading to offer frequencies when
students were not all asked to respond to specific themes.

Emotional Support

A common theme among students for improving belonging
was emotional support from teachers. This support involved
teachers “understand[ing] student emotional needs” (Par-
ticipant 362, male, age 16), and having teachers “just show
[they] care” (Participant 173, female, age 16) and “make
sure you are okay” (Participant 188, female, age 13). Emo-
tional support was particularly salient during lockdown,
where students felt supported when “teachers took the time
to check in...and make sure [students] were not only doing
okay with school but coping mentally” (Participant 233,
female, age 17). Two sub-themes were identified support-
ing this theme, including teachers being approachable and
understanding, and teachers providing encouragement and
opportunities to students.

Approachable and Understanding. Many students
described the importance of teachers being approachable and
understanding in supporting their sense of school belonging.
Students described the importance of schools having teach-
ers who students felt comfortable to “approach for help and
guidance” (Participant 189, female, age 17). Here, teachers
took on the role of being “a true mentor/friend” (Participant
291, female, age 17), not just a teacher in isolation. Teachers
engaging with students, and checking in to see how they felt,
or if they needed any support, were methods highlighted for
breaking down this teacher—student barrier. For instance,
one student commented that “[teachers] notice when I'm
struggling and ask if I'm okay” (Participant 30, female, age
16). These teachers focussed on building “genuine connec-
tions through actively getting to know [students]” (Partici-
pant 30, female, age 16), taking an interest in the lives and
wellbeing of students.

Encouragement and Opportunity. Students highlighted
the importance of teachers providing encouragement and
opportunities to strengthen student belonging in school.
Teachers who “encourage more often... show the students
they mean something to the school” (Participant 6, male,
age 17). For students, it was important that teachers also
recognised their effort and achievement, while providing
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opportunities for students to build on these, “see my talents,
give me a chance, let me help others;” These “opportuni-
ties to be involved with lots of school activities” (Partici-
pant 20, male, age 16) provided students with the chance
“to showcase [their] various talents and skills” (Participant
44, female, age 15). For some students, these opportunities
were career pathways allowing students to “follow what they
like” (Participant 7, male, age 15), for others these opportu-
nities were in “clubs and extracurriculars” (Participant 297,
female, age 18). However, many students felt during remote
learning and lockdown that they were “losing the connection
to extracurricular activities” (Participant 116, male, age 16).

As an extension to the Encouragement and Opportu-
nity sub-theme, some students described the importance of
teachers being less critical as a factor that supports their
sense of school belonging. For example:

Don’t yell at the student if they get an answer wrong,
we are trying to learn what you are teaching us but you
have to remember this is one of the most confusing
times in our lives and we are trying to discover who we
are at the same time. (Participant 231, female, age 16)

While this criticism was often for academic mistakes, it
also extended to uniforms, where “less concern about the
uniform and more concern about the school work™ (Partici-
pant 53, male, age 15) was valued by students. Here, students
who were regularly criticised for uniform felt “alienated and
like they have no place” (Participant 274, female, age 18).

Support for Learning

Support for learning was an important factor for improv-
ing school belonging. This theme was defined by two sub-
themes: additional support and support for diverse learn-
ing needs. Importantly, this theme had strong ties to the
effects of lockdown, where students felt “some content had
not been fully learnt” (Participant 233, female, age 17) in
their absence from the classroom environment. Together,
these sub-themes indicated that students felt they belonged
in school when they received support for their learning and
education, especially during remote learning.

Additional Support. It was reported that teachers pro-
viding support for student learning was an important fac-
tor for their sense of school belonging. During lockdown,
students felt they needed “extra support as remote learning
is a lot harder” (Participant 246, female, age 16). For these
students, they required additional check-ins and support to
help them “catch up on school work from remote learning”
(Participant 289, female, 12), rather than teachers “assuming
[students] have learnt everything” (Participant 288, female,
age 17). Outside of lockdown, “teachers who know what
they are doing and know how to teach children and teenag-
ers” (Participant 7, male, age 15) were highly regarded for
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their capacity and willingness to help when students were
struggling. Important practices consistently mentioned by
students included “progress checks to make sure everyone is
working well,” if students were “falling behind with assigned
schoolwork™ (Participant 189, female, age 17), and offering
“more resources” (Participant 35, female, age 16) such as
practice tests and exams. These practices were applicable
both during lockdown and remote learning, as well as in the
classroom environment post-lockdown.

Support for Diverse Learning Needs. Fewer students
described the importance of teachers providing support for
learning that considered their diverse learning needs, as
“every student learns differently” (Participant 104, female,
age 16). For these students, teachers who “actually read
[their] independent learning plan” (Participant 114, gen-
derfluid, age 16) and made an effort to understand their
educational needs were important for improving belonging.
For some students, this involved adapting the curriculum or
teaching pedagogy, to best meet their needs:

I have dyslexia and have been supported by teachers of
language rich subjects. I have been offered alternative
methods of presenting work such as by formal conver-
sation, a platform I excel at. It has allowed me to con-
tinue my schooling with good enough grades to go to
my ideal university. (Participant 104, female, age 16).

Being adaptable would “allow student who process infor-
mation in different ways to do that, rather than trying to
force one ‘acceptable’ learning method” (Participant 173,
female, age 16). For other students, diversifying learning
needs involved using a range of approaches to maintain the
engagement of all students in learning, such as “making
group activities and changing things up in class... [as] it
gets boring having the same timetable for a whole semester”
(Participant 245, female, age 12).

Social Connection

Social connection at school was an important teacher-level
factor identified for improving student belonging. Similar
to Support for Learning, this theme was closely tied to the
effects of lockdown and the absence from the classroom
environment. Here, “social based activities to build connec-
tions and bond with other students” (Participant 32, female,
age 15) were highly valued. However, during lockdown stu-
dents felt an overwhelming “lack of connection” (Participant
210, female, age 17) that extended to teachers, school peers,
and extracurricular activities. For example, one student com-
mented that their “sense of belonging decreased because
[they] could no longer easily communicate with others in
[their] school community and could no longer attend extra-
curricular school activities” (Participant 30, female, age 16).
Two sub-themes emerged from this: support for connecting
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with peers, and support for becoming involved in school
events/activities.

Connections with Peers. Teachers supporting students
in connecting to their peers was important for belonging.
Teachers could “promote more discussion in class across
friend groups to prevent exclusion” (Participant 275, female,
age 17), or “encourage engagement with lots of different
people... [to] create a classroom environment that is wel-
coming and provides a sense of unity” (Participant 281,
female, age 17). Under this sub-theme, teachers were seen
as facilitators who had the capacity to provide students with
“more social based activities to build connections and bond
with other students” (Participant 32, female, age 15). Addi-
tionally, it was highlighted by students that post-remote
learning teachers should provide classroom “activities to
help the students re-connect after COVID” (Participant 89,
female, age 15).

Involvement in School Events/Activities. A further
practice identified as being important in strengthening
school belonging included involvement in school events
or activities. Getting students involved in extracurricular
or cross-class activities could “create a sense of commu-
nity among students of different year levels... [along with]
teachers” (Participant 275, female, age 17). The diversity
in friendship groups generated from this aligns with teach-
ers facilitating connections with peers. For example, one
participant commented on how they made friends through
extracurricular activities at school: “one of the best things
for me has been making friends with students older and
younger than me through production and band and I think
all students could benefit from having friends in other year
levels” (Participant 275, female, age 17). Importantly, teach-
ers needed to ensure that “no students are left out of group
activities” (Participant 96, female, age 14) and that all stu-
dents “engage and participate in school activities” (Partici-
pant 339, female, age 16), to promote an inclusive environ-
ment. Student involvement could be further promoted by
schools through providing ample events/activities, such as
“free dress days [where students are not expected to wear
their school uniform], excursions, end of term celebrations”
(Participant 19, female, age 14).

Respect, Inclusion and Diversity

Students reported teachers and schools as being respectful,
inclusive, and recognised student diversity as important to
their sense of belonging. For these students, respect extended
to their opinions, culture, boundaries, disabilities and educa-
tion. Respect was frequently highlighted as needing to be
universal, which means “treating all students with the same
level of respect” (Participant 44, female, age 15), and treat-
ing students “the same as everyone else instead of picking
favourites and treating [only] them well” (Participant 74,

female, age 14). The theme of respect, inclusion, and diver-
sity is exemplified by the following:

I have dyslexia and dyscalculia, - formally diagnosed
- but teachers think I'm just being lazy, not trying hard
enough. I wish they could see how hard I'm really try-
ing. Belonging would mean acceptance of people with
disabilities and not treating us like trash. (Participant
332, male, age 15).

To promote inclusion and diversity, teachers can support
“students who don’t fit into the popular/mainstream group,
e.g. LGBTQ also international students” (Participant 275,
female, age 17). Additionally, “teachers and students could
learn about things like dyslexia and autism to make a more
understanding environment” (Participant 3, female, age 13).
While education and awareness was needed for inclusion
and diversity to succeed in classroom environments, stu-
dents also felt teachers needed to take “notice of any hateful
language being said” (Participant 52, female, age 15). For
example, one student commented that at their school “girls
are taught about feminism and respectful relationships yet
boys aren’t. Rape jokes and misogyny happen and it’s not
cool” (Participant 4, female, age 18). Teachers could guide
students in being “more empathetic, respectful and kind
to one another to help students who don’t have a sense of
belonging feel more comfortable and trusting” (Participant
247, female, age 15).

Discussion

Despite a strong body of evidence demonstrating the
importance of school belonging for young people, includ-
ing improved mental health and academic outcomes (Allen
et al., 2016a, b; Arslan, 2022; Arslan et al., 2020; Korper-
shoek et al., 2020), student feelings of belonging have been
gradually declining in Australia over the last several years
(OECD, 2019). Given the recent and ongoing impacts of the
COVID-19 lockdowns and potential risks to student wellbe-
ing associated with extended periods of disconnection from
school (Biddle & Gray, 2022; Butterworth et al., 2022), it
is critical that opportunities to strengthen students’ school
belonging are identified and implemented. In line with the
socio-ecological framework of belonging, the current study
sought to elicit the perspectives of secondary school students
regarding practices that could build school belonging. The
current study makes an important contribution to the litera-
ture by placing the perspectives of students at the centre of
our inquiry concerning school belonging during and beyond
COVID-19.
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Student-ldentified Belonging Practices

Four core belonging practices, identified as factors that
improved a student’s sense of school belonging, emerged
from the thematic analysis of student responses: emotional
support, support for learning, social connection, and respect,
inclusion, and diversity. These student-identified school
belonging practices show a high level of concordance with
recent findings derived from the school belonging literature
(i.e. Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen et al., 2016a, b; Greenwood
& Kelly, 2019), suggesting that social, emotional, and aca-
demic support provided by caring and empathic teachers is
consistently one of the strongest predictors of a student’s
sense of belonging at school. These practices have been
linked to positive mental health outcomes, such as improved
depressive symptoms, school burnout, and overall wellbeing
(Possel et al., 2013; Romano et al., 2021).

The finding that emotional support is important to a
student’s sense of school belonging aligns with existing
longitudinal data showing that teacher emotional support
improves depressive symptoms in students and may be pro-
tective against school burnout (Possel et al., 2013; Romano
et al., 2021). While the specific connection between emo-
tional support and school belonging has only recently been
explored in the literature (Allen et al., 2016a, b; Arslan,
2018; Cai et al., 2022), the findings from this study pro-
vide further support for previous research highlighting the
importance of positive adult relationships in their contribu-
tion towards improving mental health outcomes for young
people (Anderman, 2003; Hattie, 2009; Tillery et al., 2013).
The sub-themes identified under emotional support are not
explicitly supported by the literature as improving belong-
ing, though they are often identified as factors contribut-
ing to positive student—teacher relationships (e.g., Murray
& Greenberg, 2001; Prewett et al., 2019; Sabol & Pianta,
2012; Singer & Audley, 2017). Additionally, teachers being
approachable and understanding could be defined as prac-
tices displaying teacher empathy (e.g. Meyers et al., 2019),
which is a teaching characteristic that has been demonstrated
to play a role in improving student belonging (Cai et al.,
2022).

Students in the current study felt that support for their
learning was important to their sense of belonging, includ-
ing additional curriculum support offered by teachers, and
consideration of their diverse learning needs. These findings
are consistent with prior research demonstrating that educa-
tional support and resources offered by teachers improved
student feelings of belonging (Ozer et al., 2008; Stevens
et al., 2007; Van Ryzin et al., 2009). Consideration of the
diverse learning needs of students is also an important fac-
tor when providing support for learning, particularly for
students with special educational needs and disabilities,
who often have a poorer sense of belonging than their peers
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(Capern & Hammond, 2014; Cullinane, 2020; Dimitrellou
& Hurry, 2019). Interestingly, teaching assistants (which are
employed and directed by schools and educational institu-
tions) were not mentioned by students in the current study as
being important to their sense of belonging. This contrasts
with prior literature demonstrating that teaching assistants
play a critical role in supporting students with special edu-
cational needs and disabilities, and contribute to perceptions
about school and sense of belonging (Dimitrellou & Hurry,
2019; Webster & Blatchford, 2013). Given the potential con-
sequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is particularly sig-
nificant to emphasise the heightened importance of teacher
support for students' learning in the post-lockdown period.
The transition from online learning back to the physical
classroom setting may reveal learning difficulties faced by
students who struggled or fell behind during the online cur-
riculum (Doyle, 2020; Drane et al., 2020). Such challenges
can have implications for students' mental health, as the dis-
ruption caused by the pandemic has heightened the need for
comprehensive support systems within educational settings.
By understanding the factors that contribute to students'
sense of belonging and ensuring effective support, educa-
tors can play a pivotal role in promoting not only academic
success but also the mental wellbeing of students.

Support to connect socially with others was identified
as important to a student’s sense of belonging, including
their connections to peers, and their ability to participate in
school-based activities. This finding of social connection
through activity participation in school is consistent with the
literature, where variety and ease of participation in school-
related events and activities is associated with improved
belonging (Blomfield & Barber, 2010; Knifsend & Graham,
2012; Waters et al., 2010). Social connections with peers
derived from these school activities, as well as those in the
classroom, have been demonstrated to improve wellbeing,
school belonging, and academic achievement (Kiefer et al.,
2015; Van Ryzin et al., 2009; Wang & Eccles, 2012). The
significance of social connection and support for student
belonging places both teachers and schools in the role of
facilitator, where they are responsible for not only encourag-
ing social connection, but also for creating an environment
full of opportunities for social connection to thrive in. These
connections are closely tied to students' mental health, as
positive social interactions and a sense of belonging contrib-
ute to their overall wellbeing (Santini et al., 2021).

Students in the current study described the importance of
teachers valuing and supporting diversity, including sexual
and gender diverse students, cultural differences, and stu-
dents with additional learning needs. This is encapsulated
through the theme of respect, inclusion and diversity, which
is supported by recent research into the socio-ecological
and demographic differences of school belonging in an
Australian sample (Allen et al., 2021a, b). While this theme
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amalgamates several practices that could be used in isola-
tion (i.e. inclusion), together these practices acknowledge the
heterogeneity of students. Respect was placed first as it is of
central importance when considering inclusivity and diver-
sity, and should underscore all interactions with students
(e.g. respect for diversity; Liang et al., 2020; Singer & Aud-
ley, 2017; Voight et al., 2015). This theme is consistent with
school belonging research into the importance of supporting
multiculturalism in the school environment (Celeste et al.,
2019; Graham et al., 2022), student—teacher relationships for
disabled students (Crouch et al., 2014; Dimitrellou & Hurry,
2019), and the role of schools in supporting sexual and gen-
der diverse students (Dessel et al., 2017; Marraccini et al.,
2022). Consideration of diversity and differences between
students is even more important in the context of COVID-
19, where there is mounting evidence indicating that the
pandemic disproportionately affected already vulnerable
young people, such as young carers (i.e. children caring for
young or disabled siblings and/or parents), those with spe-
cial needs, those living in poverty and overcrowded housing,
and those whose parents experience mental health disorders
(Viner et al., 2022). The links between school belonging,
diversity, and mental health are crucial to consider, as pro-
moting a sense of belonging among diverse student popula-
tions can have positive implications for their mental wellbe-
ing (Cartmell & Bond, 2015; Georgiades et al., 2013).

Application of Student-ldentified Practices

Given the strong alignment between the student-identified
practices and the evidence base, many processes to sup-
port the implementation of the student-identified prac-
tices have been previously described in the literature (e.g.
Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen et al., 2016a, b; Greenwood &
Kelly, 2019). Several practical approaches could readily be
implemented in schools, including the establishment of a
school-wide vision and mission statement that prioritises
school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Stemler et al., 2011),
the creation of policies and procedures to ensure a posi-
tive, safe, nurturing, and inclusive environment for all stu-
dents (Chapman et al., 2014), and ensuring opportunities for
student voice and choice-making are embedded within the
school culture and curriculum (Greenwood & Kelly, 2019).
Ensuring staff wellbeing and connectedness is prioritised at
a policy and practice level is also of central importance in
creating the conditions required to enable teachers to provide
the social and emotional support for learning required to
strengthen students’ school belonging (Bower et al., 2015;
Noble & McGrath, 2008). Providing teachers access to pro-
fessional learning and support (such as mentoring opportuni-
ties) to develop the skills and knowledge required to build
positive relationships with students and to support student
learning and wellbeing is another important approach

(Chapman et al., 2014; Waters et al., 2010), as is the avail-
ability of specialised psychological support services for stu-
dents when necessary (Bower et al., 2015; Greenwood &
Kelly, 2019). The variability among these approaches indi-
cates that there is no uniform approach to improving student
belonging; therefore, both teachers and schools should make
a judgement call on the practices and approaches that are
best suited to their students’ current needs.

Limitations and Future Research

Although the current study makes an important contribu-
tion to the school belonging literature, findings should be
interpreted within the context of several limitations. The
sample was mainly English speaking, and so caution should
be exercised when applying these findings to students from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. This point
is especially pertinant in the light of evidence suggesting that
cultural status can be either a risk or protective factor for
school belonging (Allen et al., 2021a, b; De Bortoli, 2018).
Although some past research in school belonging has identi-
fied limited variability across countries (e.g. Willms, 2003),
other research has indicated cultural considerations (Allen
etal., 2021a, b). It will be important to compare the findings
from this Australian sample to the results from other coun-
tries to better understand any variations in school belong-
ing practices identified by students from different cultural
backgrounds.

Data were collected over a four-month period, from
August to November 2020 to allow collection of sufficient
survey responses. During this period, some students may
have been involved in examinations or variations in their
study workload, which may have impacted on their survey
responses due to the added academic stress. Also, there
were variations across states and territories within Australia
regarding the timing of lockdowns and periods of remote
learning in 2020, with students in the state of Victoria expe-
riencing a second lockdown during data collection for this
study. As students were asked to reflect on their experience
during COVID-19, some of the responses reported in this
paper reflect the first wave of the virus only, while others
reflect responses over two waves.

In the current study, the student-identified practices
primarily centre around microsystem-level factors, spe-
cifically teacher practices. The students' perspectives
primarily revolved around their classroom relationships
and experiences, highlighting the crucial role of teacher
support and interactions. Although other systems such as
the mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosys-
tem may influence school belonging, this study primarily
emphasises the microsystem-level dynamics as reported
by the students themselves. These findings underscore
the immediate classroom environment and the significant
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contribution of teachers in fostering a sense of belonging
among students. However, it is important to acknowledge
the broader systems and contexts that facilitate and support
teacher practices, including school policies, resources, and
leadership. While the socio-ecological model offers a com-
prehensive framework for understanding school belonging,
it is essential to interpret the study findings within the
context of the student-centred perspectives that predomi-
nantly focus on microsystem-level dynamics, particularly
teacher practices.

Conclusion

Following the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the mental health and education of young people during
lockdowns, it is of utmost importance that schools have
access to evidence-informed approaches that can be read-
ily implemented to strengthen school belonging for the
future. The current study prioritises the voices of students,
drawing on their perspectives to identify practices aimed
at improving student school belonging. The results pri-
marily focus on microsystems, particularly teacher prac-
tices. Even when students mention non-teacher microsys-
tems like peers or extracurricular activities, it is often
through the lens of teachers' influence. While the study
acknowledges the importance of exo- and macro-systems
in supporting teacher practices, the student perspectives
mainly revolve around microsystems. This emphasises
the need for cautious interpretation of the findings within
the framework of Bronfenbrenner's model, as the stu-
dents' perspectives predominantly reflect microsystems.
The study's connection of student-identified solutions to
the belonging literature provides a valuable resource for
schools to implement practical approaches that enhance
school belonging. These efforts have the potential to posi-
tively impact students' mental health, academic achieve-
ments, and social interactions. However, further research
is needed to examine the specific relationship between
the practices identified in this study and their effects on
student mental health outcomes. By expanding our under-
standing of the intersection between school belonging and
mental health, we can develop comprehensive strategies
to support students' wellbeing and academic growth in the
post-pandemic era.
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