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Tutkimustiedon valossa yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteen on sanottu olevan ratkaisevassa roolissa 

julkisen koulutuksen onnistumisessa. Koulut ovat merkittäviä perheen ulkopuolisia sosiaalisia 

ympäristöjä ja siksi tärkeitä lapsen sosiaalisten ja psykologisten tarpeiden, kuten synnynnäisen 

yhteenkuuluvuuden tarpeen tyydyttämiselle. Mikäli yksilön yhteenkuuluvuuden ja osallisuuden 

tarpeet eivät tyydyty, seurauksena voi olla joko vapaaehtoinen tai tahdosta riippumaton 

syrjäytyminen. Syrjäytymisen välttäminen on yhteiskunnalle erityisen tärkeää, ei pelkästään 

moraalisten syiden ja laillisesti sitovan opetussuunnitelman vuoksi, vaan lisäksi koska sillä 

tiedetään olevan pitkäaikaisia vaikutuksia myös yhteiskunnan sosiaaliseen vakauteen ja 

hyvinvointiin. 

Tämän kuvailevan kirjallisuuskatsauksen tavoitteena on tehdä yleiskatsaus aikaisempaan 

tutkimukseen yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteesta. Tutkimuskysymykset ovat: Mitä 

yhteenkuuluvuuden tunne on sekä miksi ja miten siitä tulisi pitää huolta inklusiivisessa 

perusopetuksessa. Perehdyin tutkimusaiheeseeni monipuolisen teoreettisen katsauksen kautta. 

Keskeisimpänä lähdeaineistona toimivat aikaisemmin tutkimusaiheesta tehdyt ja mielellään 

koulumaailmaan liittyvät psykologiset, kasvatustieteelliset ja sosiologiset tutkimukset. 

Tutkimuksen tärkeimmät lähteet on julkaistu vertaisarvioiduissa akateemisissa lehdissä joko 

suomen ja englannin kielellä. 

Kirjallisuuskatsauksen pohjalta ehdotan, että tulevaisuuden tutkimuksissa käytettäisiin 

tutkijoiden Mahar, Cobigo ja Stuart (2012) kehittämää yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteen 

poikkitieteellistä käsitettä, sillä siinä yhdistyvät kaikki yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteen 

ulottuvuudet: subjektiivisuus, vastavuoroisuus, perusteltavuus (groundedness), dynaamisuus ja 

itsemääräämisoikeus. Oppilaiden positiivisen yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteen tulisi olla korkealla 

opettajien, muiden koulun aikuisten ja päättäjien tärkeysjärjestyksessä, koska sillä tutkimusten 

mukaan sillä on positiivisia seurauksia esimerkiksi koulumenestykseen. Yhteenkuuluvuuden 

tunteeseen pystyy vaikuttamaan keskittymällä sosiaalisten suhteiden hoivaamiseen sekä 

ottamalla huomioon koulun rakenteet ja kontekstuaaliset piirteet, kuten koulun fyysisen 

ympäristön ja palvelut, turvallisuuden, tukiresurssien olemassaolon, käytetyt opiskelutavat ja 

opettajien asenteet. Pyrittäessä inklusiiviseen opetukseen, opettajien täytyy tietoisesti pyrkiä 

luomaan uutta kansallista identiteettiä ja kulttuuria, joka mahdollistaisi kaikkien 

yhteenkuuluvuuden tunteen. 
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There is widespread research evidence that sense of belonging to school is critical to the success 

of public education. Schools are influential settings for extra-familial socialization and 

therefore important places to satisfy children’s social and psychological needs, such as the 

innate need to belong. In case individual’s need of belonging and participation are not satisfied, 

the situation might lead into voluntary or involuntary social exclusion. Avoiding this is of 

particular concern to societies, not only because of moral reasons and legally binding 

curriculum, but also because of long-term impact on social stability and prosperity.  

The purpose of this descriptive literature review is to have an overview of what kind of 

perspectives have been taken, and what kind of claims have emerged in the prior research on 

sense of belonging. The research questions are what is sense of belonging, and why and how 

should it be nurtured in inclusive basic education. The sources of information are mainly 

psychological, educational and sociological studies about belonging, with special focus on 

studies related to school context. The most central sources of this thesis have been published in 

peer reviewed academic journals in either Finnish or in English. 

Based on the literature review I suggest that the transdisciplinary conceptualization of sense of 

belonging developed by Mahar, Cobigo and Stuart (2012) should be used in future research, as 

it captures all the dimensions of sense of belonging: subjectivity, reciprocity, groundedness, 

dynamism and self-determination. A positive sense of belonging among pupils should be 

considered as a high priority among educators, other school-based adults as well as decision 

makers, because when the need to belong is met, positive outcomes occur for example in 

academic performance. Sense of belonging can be nurtured by focusing on nurturing social 

relationships and taking into consideration the structural and contextual characteristics of 

school, such as physical environment and amenities of the school, safety, the presence of 

supporting resources, used learning methods and teachers’ attitudes. When striving for inclusive 

education, it is crucial that teachers consciously aim to create a new kind of national identity 

and culture that enables everyone’s sense of belonging. 
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1 Introduction 

Albeit the main objective of schools is to educate, schools are also among the most influential 

settings for extra-familial socialization, and their influence extends across the entire life span. 

School as an important environment of growth contributes not only to students’ academic 

development, but also to their social and psychological development (Wentzel, 2014). For some 

children, the time they spend at school may even exceed the time spent with their families. This 

might make school the primary context for their social relationships. In other words, school 

settings might offer the best opportunities to satisfy their social and psychological needs, such 

as need of belonging.  

Sense of belonging is an internationally topical issue and it has been described in various terms 

and definitions. (Allen & Bowles, 2012; Lähdesmäki, Saresma, Hiltunen, Jäntti, Sääskilahti, 

Vallius, & Ahvenjärvi, 2016; OECD, 2013; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013.) International 

journals have published an increasing number of studies that have documented significant 

associations between the sense of belonging and an array of indicators of adolescent 

development (Jose, Ryan, & Pryor, 2012). I aim to gather more understanding about the need 

to belong, because it has been argued that it is critical for understanding human development 

(Over, 2016) and there is widespread research evidence that sense of belonging to school is 

critical to the success of public education (see Scherer, 1998 as cited in Ma, 2003). The purpose 

of this descriptive literature review is to have an overview of what kind of perspectives have 

been taken and what kind of claims have emerged in the prior research on sense of belonging. 

Although sense of belonging has been described in a variety of terms and definitions, perhaps 

one of the most cited definitions is Goodenow’s (1993, p. 25) definition of sense of belonging. 

She describes sense of belonging as the degree to which an individual feels 1) that they are 

accepted, valued, included and encouraged by others, and 2) that they feel that they form an 

important part of the life and activity of their social group. In a school context students’ sense 

of school belonging emerges as a frequently researched construct in the literature. The concept 

is used to describe the social aspects of school, when the effects of schooling on various 

psychological and behavioral outcomes are researched (See e.g., Cemalcilar, 2010). 

The research questions are: 

 What is sense of belonging? 

 Why and how should sense of belonging be nurtured in inclusive basic education?  
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My personal interest in this topic is based on my plans of becoming a teacher in a truly inclusive 

classroom, in which co-teaching is practiced. By choosing belonging as the focus, I intend to 

approach the challenges of social exclusion from a more constructive point of view, the starting 

point being rather solution-oriented than solely problem-based. Traditionally, young people 

have been seen as rebellious trouble makers. It is quite generally believed that challenging 

behavior is part of the age and originates from a crisis of identity that is a natural part of the 

development of a human being (See psychoanalytic tradition e.g. Erikson, 1968). Philip 

Graham (2004), a leading child psychiatrist, has brought a more positive perspective in the 

discussion of adolescence. He sees the challenging behavior of the youth as a sign of 

dissatisfaction and a protest against the system. Pupils might see the curriculum or school as 

detached of the real world and therefore irrelevant for their future and react to it. Teachers must 

understand this and act accordingly. Highlighting the importance of sense of belonging and 

meaningful participation throughout life, serves as a reminder of that all pupils, regardless of 

their language, diagnosis or ‘challenging’ behaviour, should have the right to feel like they 

belong and participate in their classroom, in their school, and in their community instead of 

being only integrated as a physical placement there.  

In case individual’s need of belonging and participation are not satisfied, the situation might 

lead into voluntary or involuntary social exclusion. The World Declaration on Education for 

All by United Nations Educational Scientific Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 1990) sets out 

an overall vision for inclusive education: Universalizing access to education for all children, 

youth and adults, and promoting equity. This vision can be shown also in national educational 

documents. For example, the mission and general goals of Finnish national core curriculum for 

basic education 2014 propose that the development of basic education should be guided by the 

principle of inclusion. However, although inclusive education is widely considered as the ideal 

situation of schools and it has achieved widespread support at least on rhetorical level, it is still 

not reality everywhere and it has strong critics even among education professionals. Literature 

suggests that with appropriate support, inclusive education can increase students’ feelings of 

sense of belonging regardless of their possible ‘special’ educational needs. Moreover, recent 

reviews of the inclusion efficacy literature suggest marginally better outcomes for pupils with 

these ‘special’ educational needs educated within mainstream education.   

The study is conducted as a literature review. Literature review can be described as a research 

method with the objective of researching the previously made researches and publications on 

the topic (Salminen, 2011). The sources of information in this literature review are mainly 
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psychological, educational and sociological studies about belonging, especially related to 

school context. All studies used in this thesis have been published in peer reviewed academic 

journals in either Finnish or in English. In addition to ordinary studies, I have also included 

some literature reviews and meta-analysis that summarize and draw conclusions from a broad 

range of studies. The main requirement for the chosen journals is that their rating done by 

Publication Forum of Federation of Finnish learned societies, is at least at basic level, however 

leading and highest level of academic journals have been given emphasis. 

This bachelor’s thesis is formed by four parts. The next chapter intends to answer to the first 

research question exploring the connection between the most essential concepts of this thesis, 

inclusion and sense of belonging. The third chapter begins by discussing why nurturing sense 

of belonging is important. It presents proposed benefits of sense of belonging as there is very 

little research on the possible negative aspects of it. After the importance of this study is made 

more explicit, factors that are understood to contribute to - or correlate with - sense of belonging 

are explored. The need for this type of exploration has been shown to be internationally 

relevant. For example, the Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA) 2012 

revealed decreasing in the overall level of students’ sense of belonging in 31 of the 38 countries 

from which information was collected in 2003 (OECD, 2013; as cited in Niemi & Hotulainen, 

2015).  In the fourth and last chapter I further discuss the possible implications of this literature 

review for teachers in basic education.  
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2 In pursuit of a definition for sense of belonging 

In order to understand the essence of sense of belonging, one must understand how it connects 

with two other, far more used, concepts exclusion and inclusion. Therefore, I begin the pursuit 

for the definition of sense of belonging from those. 

Social exclusion refers to a situation in which individuals or groups are lacking effective 

participation in key activities of the society they live in (Klasen, 1995). Social exclusion can 

develop as an interaction between a school culture and a pupil’s home culture and represent the 

clash of those two cultures in situations when the prerequisites and needs of the pupil are in 

contradiction with the opportunities and expectations provided by the school (Siljander & 

Ulvinen, 1996). In other words, in case individual’s need of belonging and participation are not 

satisfied, the situation might lead into voluntary or involuntary social exclusion. According to 

Klasen the social exclusion of children is of particular concern to societies, not only because of 

moral reasons, but also because it has a ‘long-term impact on social stability and prosperity’ 

(Klasen, 1995 as cited in Razer, Friedman & Warshofsky, 2013, p. 1152). In the context of 

Finland, it has been approximated and often referred to that one permanently socially excluded 

youngster could cost more than a million euros for the society (National audit office of Finland, 

2007). Research on social exclusion, inequality and segregation have been strongest in the 

1990s after which a lot less articles with those keywords have been published. Without a doubt 

social exclusion is still a prevailing issue, but the researchers have started to utilize other 

concepts and perspectives in their research. One of those is inclusion.  

The World Declaration on Education for All (UNESCO, 1990) sets out an overall vision for 

inclusive education: universalizing access to education for all children, youth and adults, and 

promoting equity. This means being proactive in identifying the barriers that many encounter 

in accessing educational opportunities and identifying the resources needed to overcome those 

barriers. An important milestone on the road for inclusive education was more than 90 countries 

signing the Salamanca treaty in 1994 (UNESCO, 1994). The final report of this conference can 

be considered as the most significant international document that has ever appeared in the field 

of special education (Ainscow, Dyson & Weiner, 2013).  The ninety-two governments and 

twenty-five international organizations behind this Salamanca Statement believe and proclaim 

that regular schools with an inclusive orientation are ‘the most effective means of combating 

discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and 

achieving education for all; moreover, they provide an effective education to the majority of 
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children…’ (UNESCO, 1995, p. ix). Therefore since 1994, the schools have gradually started 

to be considered as communities and it has been thought that the grand majority if not all the 

children from a certain neighborhood belong in their neighborhood school. 

Inclusive education is still not reality everywhere although it is widely considered as the ideal 

situation of schools and it has achieved widespread support at least on rhetorical level. Inclusion 

as an ongoing active process requires shifts in policies, practices and values, but in addition to 

that it may represent a messy compromise between policy positions and contradictory practices 

(Parry, Rix, Sheehy, & Simmons, 2013 as cited in Azorín & Ainscow, 2018). Therefore, it is 

no wonder that inclusion has also been debated. Some professionals see full inclusion as a 

utopia, an educational ideal (See Croll & Moses, 2010) and refer for example to possible safety 

threats. It seems unarguable that inclusion that is carried out badly and without resources can 

socially exclude and turn into marginalization. For example, the special needs students that 

were interviewed for Pesonen’s (2016) dissertation shared that they felt better in current – 

special - school, because their sense of belonging had been jeopardized due to disturbing 

relationships with teachers and peers in the mainstream school. Takala (2016) calls this 

phenomenon grey exclusion. 

However, doing it wrong doesn’t make it wrong (Peterson & Hittie, 2003). Literature suggests 

that with appropriate support, inclusive education can increase sense of belonging for students 

with special education needs (Pesonen, 2016) and recent reviews of the inclusion efficacy 

literature suggest marginally better outcomes for pupils with special educational needs educated 

within mainstream education (Lindsay, 2007; Ruijs and Peetsma, 2009, as cited in Prince and 

Hadwin, 2013, p. 239). Prince and Hadwin (2013) urge researchers to be cautious when making 

conclusions based on this. According to the glossary of UNESCO’s guide for ensuring inclusion 

and equity in education inclusion is considered “a process that helps to overcome barriers 

limiting the presence, participation and achievement of learners” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 7). 

Lakkala (2008) makes the connection between inclusion and belonging by stating that the 

biggest difference between the concepts of integration and inclusion is the starting point. She 

suggests that the term integration is used to defend the rights of people, to take along someone, 

who has already been labeled as different from others. Inclusion on the other hand, she suggests, 

rather means belonging among others. Therefore, in inclusion potential differences are seen 

natural for humanity, not restraining being together. With this spirit inclusive schools strive for 

developing teaching in mainstream classroom in a way that also attitudes of personnel and 
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material resources would correspond to the needs of heterogeneous group of pupils (Peterson 

& Hittie, 2003). 

Finnish national core curriculum for basic education 2014 is a document of legally binding 

nature and in its mission statement it is asserted that the development of basic education should 

be guided by the principle of inclusion. Basic education should reinforce ‘pupils’ positive 

identity as human beings, learners and community members’ and promote understanding of 

cultural diversity, and seeing culture as a progression, as a process ‘in which everyone can have 

agency’. Providing all the pupils with agency might be challenging, because the implicit 

purpose of schooling is to socialize, to integrate all members of society to the norms and 

appreciated knowledge of the society in the secondary socialization process. The role of 

education has been pictured as a double-edged sword. On one hand, education increases those 

students’ cultural capital who are able to benefit from education in any case. On the other hand, 

education feeds the exclusion of those students with weaker social backgrounds (Whitty, 2001, 

as cited in Äärelä et al., 2016). Many of those norms, such as the similarity of shared 

backgrounds, aspirations, and attitudes are hardly ever mentioned explicitly, but they may cause 

feelings of otherness for those who come from different backgrounds. Rose and Shevlin (2017), 

drawing upon data from interviews they conducted with children during a four-year 

longitudinal study, consider the relationship between acceptance and belonging as a critical 

factor in defining what it means to be included in school. 

The belief that human beings are motivated to form and maintain relationships and bonds with 

others, has a long history in philosophy, the human sciences and psychological theories 

according to which people have an “innate need to belong” and sense of belonging is considered 

important throughout life (See Ainsworth, 1988; Allen et al., 2012; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Bowlby, 1969; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier & Ryan, 1991; Goldstein, 1999; Maslow, 1943; Ryan 

& Deci, 2000; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013). Trevarthen and Aitken (2001, p. 3) in their 

research review suggest that already newborn infants are driven by an awareness of and need 

to communicate with other persons and they argue that the “evidence of purposeful 

intersubjectivity, or an initial psychosocial state, must be fundamental for our understanding of 

human mental development”. Baumeister & Leary (1995) who have made an extensive review 

of the literature on belonging, suggest that the need to belong has its roots in evolution. In order 

for our ancestors to reproduce and survive it was essential for them to establish social bonds. 

The claim is supported by a neuroimaging study, which suggests that social exclusion causes a 

similar neurocognitive reaction as physical pain (Eisenberger, Lieberman & Williams, 2003).  
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Despite sense of belonging being recognized as a basic human need and possibly because of it 

being widely used across a multiplicity of fields of study ‘from citizenship to attachment theory, 

from personal identity to political philosophy’ (Healy & Richardson, 2017, p. 7; Lähdesmäki 

et al., 2016, p. 9) researchers have not yet agreed on which concept should be used to describe 

the core features of this phenomenon. However, it appears that all used concepts deal directly 

with student’s psychological experiences and are found to be either closely linked to each other 

or used as synonyms. Some concepts that are used in the literature: sense of belonging (e.g., 

Hagerty et al., 1992; 1996; Juvonen, 2006), school belonging (e.g., Cemalcilar, 2010; 

Goodenow, 1993; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996; Allen, Kern, 

Vella-Brodrick, Hattie, & Waters, 2018; Arslan, 2018;  Crouch, Keys & McMahon, 2014; 

Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013; Uslu & Gizir, 2017), (school) relatedness (Lynch-Sauer, 

Patusky, Bouwsema, & Collier, 1992; Furrer & Skinner, 2003), school connectedness (Bond et 

al., 2007; Allen et al., 2012), sense of community (e.g., Osterman, 2000; McMillan & Chavis, 

1986), engagement (e.g., Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Willms, 2003; 

Upadyaya et al., 2013; Fredericks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Simons-Morton & Crump, 2003), 

social integration, belongingness, sense of school or classroom membership, support, and 

acceptance. (For a more complete review see e.g., Osterman, 2000; Allen et al., 2018). 

 

In addition to the existence of various concepts, there is also a grand variety of definitions for 

them, which makes the concept of belonging seem vague (Lähdesmäki et al., 2016). Albert 

(1991) conceptualizes sense of belonging in three Cs: connect, capable, and contribute.  Sharing 

Albert’s ideas of connection, capability and contribution, Goodenow uses other words and 

defines school belonging as ‘students’ sense of being accepted, valued, included and 

encouraged by others (teachers and peers) in the academic classroom setting and of feeling 

oneself to be an important part of the life and activity of the class’ (1993, p. 25). Although 

Goodenow’s definition is often referred to, Allen and Bowles (2012) in their overview on 

belonging suggest that the most precise definition is by Libbey. She describes school belonging 

to be when students ‘feel close to, a part of, and happy at school; feel that teachers care about 

students and treat them fairly; get along with teachers and other students and feel safe at school 

[sic]’ (Libbey, 2007, p. 52). This definition emphasizes the multiple features of school 

belonging for students, as well as the broader socio-ecological context of peers, students, and 

teachers within the school environment. Allen et al. (2018) in their recent meta-analysis state 

that the various terms and definitions that have been used to describe the phenomenon that in 

this thesis is referred to as sense of belonging tend to share three similar operational aspects: 
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(1) school-based relationships and experiences, (2) student-teacher relationships and (3) and 

students’ general feelings about school as a whole. (Allen et al., 2018).  

 

Although personal experience of sense of belonging seems to be the most prevalent perspective 

especially in psychological studies, it is not necessarily the only dimension of the phenomenon. 

When conceptualizing belonging Lähdesmäki and others (2016) describe that the idea of hybrid 

and multilayered identities and belonging has been theorized with the concept of 

intersectionality. This aspect emphasizes, how belonging always comprises social and political 

dimensions, no matter how individual the experience of belonging may feel. (Lähdesmäki et 

al., 2016.) Kaisa Kuurne, PKA Ketokivi (2016), has investigated the formation of bonds, 

boundaries and belonging in active neighborhoods of Helsinki, Madrid and New York City, 

Brooklyn from a sociological perspective. She summarizes that sense of belonging has three 

intertwining dynamics. The concepts mentioned in the paragraph above represent the first 

dynamic, which Kuurne describes as an individual feeling of belonging or alienation towards a 

group or an identity category. The second dynamic suggests that it is not enough to have a 

solely personal experience or individual feeling of belonging in groups or identity categories, 

also others must identify the individual to be part of the group. (Kuurne, 2016.) For this purpose, 

Yuval-Davis has suggested the use of concept ‘politics of belonging’, which is used to refer to 

the various forms of inclusion and exclusion that define who can belong (Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

The third dynamic according to Kuurne’s categorization is the work, through which one 

successfully manages to belong to others, or decides to distinguish themselves from others 

(Kuurne, 2016).  

 

Similarly, outside of educational context, Mahar, Cobigo and Stuart (2012) have developed a 

transdisciplinary conceptualization of sense of belonging that also considers the dimensions 

mentioned by Kuurne and Lähdesmäki and others. Based on their review of different definitions 

of sense of belonging, Mahar and colleagues conceptualized that sense of belonging is based 

on five intersecting themes. Subsequently, they defined that, ‘a sense of belonging can be 

defined as a subjective feeling of value and respect derived from a reciprocal relationship to an 

external referent that is built on a foundation of shared experiences, beliefs or personal 

characteristics.’ (Mahar et al., 2012, p. 6.) The first part entails Kuurne’s first and second 

dynamic. The definition continues by introducing Kuurne’s third dynamic, work. ‘These 

feelings of external connectedness are grounded to the context or referent group, to whom one 

chooses, wants and feels permission to belong. This dynamic phenomenon may be either 
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hindered or promoted by complex interactions between environmental and personal factors.’ 

(Mahar et al., 2012, p. 6.)  

 

The benefits of fostering students’ sense of belonging in basic education are discussed in the 

next subchapter. 
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3 Nurturing pupils’ sense of belonging in basic education  

3.1 Why should sense of belonging be nurtured? 

Belongingness is an extremely important concept and the implications and consequences of a 

sense of school belonging have been studied widely (Osterman, 2000, as cited in Niemi et al., 

2015). Ma (2003), comments that empirical research examining effects of school-level factors 

on students’ sense of school belonging is inconclusive, which is also reaffirmed by a more 

recent research made by Allen and others (2018) who note that research on the field of sense of 

belonging has mostly been qualitative. In this thesis, qualitative, quantitative and mixed-

methods researches are looked at and the studied literature indicates that possessing a strong 

sense of belonging is associated with a range of positive academic and non-academic outcomes. 

According to Juvonen (2006) the underlying consensus of belonging research indicates that 

students who feel a sense of school belonging are more likely to develop better overall health 

and well-being as well as positive psychological, academic, and social outcomes, when they 

are compared to students who feel unsupported and disconnected from their school. In addition 

to having direct positive outcomes, higher degrees of sense of belonging in school have also 

been found to mediate and play a preventative role against negative educational and social 

outcomes (see Arslan 2018). Cemalcilar (2010) suggests that the positive effects of sense of 

belonging can be specifically observed among elementary school children (Anderman, 2003) 

and economically disadvantaged student groups (Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, & Schaps, 

1995).  

In aforementioned meta-analysis by Allen and colleagues (2018) that was called ‘what schools 

need to know about fostering school belonging’, the researchers identified multiple individual, 

social and environmental factors as possible correlates of school belonging. Allen and 

colleagues applied Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) bioecological framework to cluster or classify the 

previously identified themes into three levels. On individual level, as the studies researched 

pointed, sense of belonging has possible correlations to academic motivation, emotional 

stability, personal characteristics, gender and race/ethnicity. The next, microsystem level, 

consists of parent, peer and teacher support, which studies suggest are strongly linked to one’s 

sense of school belonging (e.g. Anderman, 2003; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Hamm & 

Faircloth, 2005; Osterman, 2000) and thirdly, the mesosystem level entails extracurricular 

activities and environmental/school safety variables. (Allen et al., 2018.)  
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Potential non-academic outcomes of higher degrees of sense of belonging seem to be numerous 

and positive. Lack of belonging has naturally been associated with feelings of alienation and 

loneliness, but even hostility, risky behaviors, social and emotional behavior problems (e.g. 

Anderman, 2003; Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000, as cited in Arslan, 2018) and high rates of 

juvenile delinquency have been reported to be correlating with lack of belonging (see 

Cemalcilar, 2010). A high level of school belonging on the other hand is positively related with 

young people’s life and school satisfaction (Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & Petry, 2013), sense of 

well-being (Jose et al., 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2000), and having fewer psychological health and 

social problems (Anderman, 2002; Cemalcilar, 2010; Arslan, 2018; Finn, 1989). For example 

according to Baumeister and Leary (1995) many emotional problems are consequences of 

people’s failure to meet their belongingness needs. Furthermore, in a large scale review of the 

literature on belonging, Osterman (2000) reports sense of belonging playing a pivotal role in 

students’ emotional functioning and psychological outcomes, such as development of general 

self-concept, self-esteem and self-efficacy, in particular in young adolescents (see Goodenow, 

1993). In addition, Hagerty et al. (1992) assert that a sense of belonging is important not only 

for a positive identity formation, perception of the self, but also for having a positive perception 

of the social environment. Cemalcilar (2010) concludes that generally speaking, students with 

a greater sense of school belonging ‘are found to be less anxious, less lonely, more autonomous 

and prosocial, more intrinsically than extrinsically motivated, and more successful in their class. 

Furthermore, they value education more, participate in both in-class and out-of-class activities 

more frequently, have higher self-esteem, higher school attendance rates, better relationships 

with their teachers and peers, and are in general more satisfied with their lives.’ (p. 247.) 

Based on the previous research also academic outcomes seem to correlate with higher rates of 

sense of belonging. Social interaction, including the sense of belonging, is found to be a central 

antecedent for an engaging school experience (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Students 

with a higher sense of belonging are more likely to display positive school-related affect 

(Roeser et al., 1996), a strong commitment to school goals and engagement and participation 

in school activities (Goodenow, 1993; Osterman, 2000; Goodenow & Grady, 2003; Juvonen, 

2006), need for less discipline than their peers with lower sense of belonging (Goodenow & 

Grady, 1993; Osterman, 2000), and general future orientation (see Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 

2013; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013). Furthermore, according to Uslu et al. (2017), students 

who are accepted by their peers also demonstrate more academic and social competence. 

Therefore, it is no wonder that lack of sense of belonging has been reported to be correlating 
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with negative school-related attitudes, low school attendance, low academic achievement, and 

even dropping out of school (Sánchez, Colón, & Esparza, 2005; Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000). 

(See Cemalcilar, 2010.) 

Sense of belonging has also been considered as a mediator variable to explain higher academic 

motivation and achievement (e.g. Anderman, 2003; Battistich et al., 1995; Faircloth & Hamm, 

2005; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Goodenow, 1993; Juvonen, 2006; Roeser et al., 1996; Wentzel, 

Battle, Russel, & Looney, 2010). Several studies indicate that children who had reported a 

greater degree of belonging in school also felt more confident, worked harder, coped more 

adaptively, showed more positive affect, and performed better in school (as cited in Furrer et 

al., 2003, p. 149). Furrer and Skinner (2003) established that children with low sense of 

belonging reported more frustration, boredom, and anxiety in learning activities, which in turn 

interferes with their school success. This can even lead to a vicious circle as according to Furrer 

and Skinner (2003) poor academic performance together with disaffection leads children to feel 

further alienated. 

Fortunately, the vicious circle that Furrer and Skinner (2003) described can also be replaced by 

a positive circle. When children feel that they belong, they are also more likely to show 

enthusiastic participation in school activities and fewer negative emotions. Active participation 

and positive feelings in turn might naturally lead to greater academic progress. Finally, when 

teachers see that children are engaged and performing higher it also elicits more support from 

teachers, as well as from parents, and peers, which again confirms or promotes children’s 

feelings of belonging and connectedness. (Anderman, 2002; Furrer et al., 2003.)  

Although the benefits of attaining higher degrees of sense of belonging seems evident, 

Anderman in his study (2002) on school effects on psychological outcomes identified a 

troubling controversy. Whereas he reports individual students’ perceptions of belonging being 

inversely related to depression, social rejection, and school problems, at the same time 

aggregated belonging was related to greater reports of social rejection and school problems and 

to higher grade point average (Anderman, 2002). This implies that in schools in which many 

students have a high sense of belonging, those who do not belong may experience more social 

rejection and problems in school.  

Preconditions for sense of belonging and possible ways to nurture it will be explored in the next 

chapter. 
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3.2 How can sense of belonging be nurtured? 

As discussed in the second chapter of this thesis, the desire to be a part of a social network is a 

basic human need and numerous studies have paid attention to the definitions and 

measurements of students’ sense of school belonging. However, there is little research that 

depicts how this sense of belonging is developed and a better understanding of the factors 

affecting it in schools is necessary (Allen et al., 2012; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013; as cited 

in Niemi et al., 2015).  

McMillan & Chavis (1986) in their contribution to the influential theory of sense of community, 

define sense of community as a feeling that members have of belonging.  In their discussions 

of the construct of the theory, which was first presented in McMillan’s working paper in 1976, 

McMillan and Chavis state that it has been argued that four factors contribute to creating and 

maintaining individual’s sense of community. First one is membership, a feeling that one has 

invested part of oneself to become a member and therefore has a right to belong. The second 

one, influence, implies that for a member to be attracted to a group, he or she must have some 

influence over what the group does, and simultaneously the group should be able to influence 

its members. A shared history provides at least a part of the foundation for shared emotional 

connection, which is the third factor. And finally, they propose that it is pivotal, that the 

association between the individual and the group is rewarding for its member. According to 

them some effective reinforcers of communities are status of membership, success of the 

community, and competence or capabilities of other members. (McMillan & Chavis, 1986.) 

Despite this one influential theory that is still referred to in recent studies, the information on 

the antecedents of belonging has been scattered. During the past years a consensus that research 

should consider the antecedents more has been developing, as the overall level of students’ 

sense of belonging has been reported to be decreasing (OECD, 2013, as cited in Niemi et al., 

2015). There is a variety of factors that logically precede sense of belonging. Goodenow and 

Grady (1993), however, remark that the influence of themes identified with sense of belonging 

cannot be regarded as causal.  

When striving for a change from social exclusion to inclusion, it is pivotal to first focus on 

identifying the factors that correlate with sense of belonging and can be influenced. Cemalcilar 

(2010) in her research on the impact of school climate factors on students’ sense of school 

belonging first focuses on identifying malleable social and contextual factors within schools, 

as those can be modified through ‘various interventions, system changes, or policy reforms 
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(such as the curriculum, or teacher behaviors)’ (Byrnes, 2003 as cited in Cemalcilar, 2010, p. 

245). Referring to Wentzel and Looney, Cemalcilar (2010) classifies the factors contributing to 

the social context of schools broadly into two categories as the social relationships within the 

school and the structural/contextual characteristics of the school. Her study posits that students’ 

satisfaction with these both has positive consequences on students’ sense of school belonging.  

Even more recently, Allen et al. (2018) carried out a meta-analysis on individual and social 

level factors that influence school belonging as an answer to scattered information. Their 

conclusion comprised of very similar issues that Cemalcilar had presented on her 

categorization, only a bit differently grouped. According to Allen and colleagues (2018), the 

terms and definitions that have been used to describe school belonging tend to share three 

similar operational aspects: (1) student-teacher relationships, (2) school-based relationships and 

experiences, and (3) students’ general feelings about school as a whole. Palmgren, Pyhältö, 

Soini, and Pietarinen’s (2017) study is an example of this. In their study all students emphasized 

the importance of having friends, of a constructive classroom climate, and of participating in 

common events within and outside school as positive sources for their sense of belonging. 

Because of adequate time given for relationships to develop, community members start to learn 

about and understand one another’s positive qualities, which in turn promote additional aspects 

of school belonging (Rowe & Stewart, 2011). 

In the following subchapter these factors that correlate with the degree of sense of belonging 

that students experience will be further explored. 

3.2.1 Supporting school-related relationships and experiences in school 

The importance of relationships for positive youth functioning has been noted in earlier 

research. Social relations in the school consist of teacher-student relationships as well as of 

relationships with peers and even school administrators and other adults in school. According 

to previous research also parents support has been noticed to be strongly related to school 

belonging, although parents do not participate in the classroom and therefore are not part of the 

school context in which engagement takes place (See Allen et al., 2018; Anderman, 2002). 

According to Ma (2003) the presence of caring peers and teachers, along with a lot of attention 

to their schoolwork and academic success is what matters to students’ sense of belonging. He 

argues that especially teachers can play a critical role in shaping student’s sense of belonging 

because, the school climate characteristics of his study - such as academic press, disciplinary 
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climate, and parent involvement - showed statistically significant effects and teachers and other 

school staff are usually under direct control of them. Positive relationships between teachers 

and students can be especially important when educators or students come from different socio-

economic or ethnic backgrounds. Teachers can help to bridge the differences and communicate 

to students that they are valuable, capable, and worthy of being heard as they are. (Giani & 

O’Guin, 2010; Hughes & Kwok, 2007, as cited in Uslu et al., 2017.) 

Strong teacher-student relationships are significant to a school’s ability to foster a sense of 

belongingness in students (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Willms, 2003; Libbey, 2004; Osterman, 

2000). Chiu, Chow, McBride and Mol (2016) examined school belonging in large scale from 

193,073 15-year-old students from 41 countries and found that according to their data teacher–

student relationships had the strongest link with sense of school belonging. Similarly, Osterman 

(2000) in her meta-analysis proposes that teachers play a determining role in whether or not 

students feel that they are cared for and welcome in the school community. This has been also 

confirmed in the more recent meta-analysis that similarly identified teacher support together 

with positive personal characteristics of the pupil - such as conscientiousness, optimism and 

self-esteem - as the strongest predictors of school belonging (Allen et al., 2018). Wentzel (1999) 

has even proposed that before expecting adolescents to feel a sense of belonging to the larger 

school community, they must first develop an attachment with the teacher. Therefore, it is no 

wonder that a big part of research on school belonging has focused on the relationship between 

the teacher and student. Positive relationships with teachers may serve a particularly important 

role in facilitating youth’s adjustment at this age, at which students need non-parental role 

models and mentors (Uslu et al., 2017). 

While the teacher-student relationship clearly seems to be a crucial one, also peer relationships 

have a particular importance at least in an adolescents’ emotional well-being (Ma, 2003; 

Osterman, 2000). Although not fully explored in this thesis, it must be stated that the issue of 

the bond between peers and their influence on behavior is contentious. Based on findings from 

behavioral genetics, anthropology, and sociology on peer group interaction Harris (1995) has 

suggested a lot criticized group socialization theory of development. It claims, that children 

learn how to behave outside the home by becoming members of, and identifying with, a social 

peer group, which, as she argues, has a far bigger significance for child’s developmental 

outcomes than childhood home and parents, whose effect on child is important within the 

family. (Harris, 1995.) In other words, the effect a peer group has on a pupil is believed to 

supersede the effect that family and school have on pupil. More recently, this thought has been 
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greatly challenged by the meta-analysis of 51 quantitative studies and over 67 000 participants, 

made by Allen and others. They against their expectations concluded that although the 

contribution of peer support towards school belonging is influential, it is minor than the 

contribution of parent support or teacher support (Allen et al., 2018). 

Even if adolescents’ need to belong could not be satisfied by only a high quality of peer 

relationships or supportive friendships, it is still considered an important factor that influences 

sense of belonging in school. Osterman (2000) in her research demonstrated that peer 

acceptance and support are important components of school belonging. Ma (2003) contributed 

to topic asserting that higher levels of adolescents’ peer group stability lead to higher levels of 

school belonging, because of received support and a shared sense of school history with 

longstanding peers. Faircloth & Hamm (2011) suggest that sense of belonging might be 

supported also if pupils are relationally grounded in diverse peer cultures, because the formation 

of multiple-network memberships within a classroom can help to establish a sense of 

membership. Also, Crosnoe (2011, as cited in Schall, Wallace & Chhuon, 2016), the author of 

‘Fitting in, standing out: Navigating the social challenges of high school to get an education’ in 

his book argues that for youth, high school is truly about navigating peer acceptance and 

achieving belonging.  Therefore, it is not surprising that lack of peer group or changes in them, 

can lead to a lowered level of sense of belonging (Ryan, 2001, as cited by Uslu et al., 2017). 

According to Osterman’s (2000) study peer rejection may be associated not only with a lower 

level of interest in school, but also with dropping out of school. 

The importance of teacher-student relationships compared to the importance of peer 

relationships might be explained by Allen et al. (2018), who in their meta-analysis suggest that 

teacher-student relationships enhance relatedness between peers. Simons-Morton & Crump 

even argue that the attention of an adult who understands the social needs and capabilities of 

adolescents and who knows how to provide appropriate support is evidently required for the 

development of social competence in the peer group settings (Simons-Morton et al., 2003, as 

cited in Uslu et al. 2017). Students’ opinions are similarly on line with these findings. The 

results of Palmgren’s and colleagues’ study (2017) indicate that the students valued a 

constructive student– teacher interaction, such as teacher support, not only as a facilitator of 

their own emotional engagement in school attendance, but also as a crucial intermediary force 

that facilitated and sustained emotional engagement in peer interaction, or namely the sense of 

belonging. In other words, the teacher was perceived as a regulator of social interaction within 

the school community, who reasserted the sense of belonging among students. Flitcroft and 
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Kelly (2016) who studied how pupils’ managed moves from one school to another could be 

facilitated, also considered social relationships to be a key component in nurturing sense of 

belonging. They acclaimed that firstly, the pupils should have a key adult, for example a 

teacher, with whom they could build an initial relationship. Secondly, it would be beneficial if 

a pupil would have a buddy who could act as a positive role model and who would likely to 

become a friend.  

Although having relationships with peers is generally considered positive and necessary, in 

some cases peer attachment can become even detrimental. Demanet and Van Houtte (2012) in 

their research concluded that higher peer attachment seemed to be associated with higher rates 

of school misconduct. However, they elaborated that this was only the case of students that 

were lacking general school belonging and perceived teacher support, because those 

characteristics seemed to buffer the relation of peer attachment with school misconduct in their 

study. (Demanet et al., 2012.) Also Juvonen (2006) cautioned that the relationship between peer 

group membership and sense of school belonging might not be straightforward, as depending 

on the group the peer group socialization effects could either support or undermine pupil’s sense 

of belonging. 

 

Beyond teacher and peer relationships, also family involvement, their attitudes toward school 

(Jose et al., 2012; Osterman, 2000; as cited in Uslu et al., 2017) and the amount of students’ 

communication with their family (Chiu et al., 2016), predict student’s sense of school belonging 

among adolescents. The importance of family involvement was also underlined by Äärelä, 

Määttä, & Uusiautti (2016). They interviewed young prisoners and formulated ten dos for 

caring teachers. From the viewpoint of exclusion, especially crucial according to them is to 

provide considerable support for families of students at-risk of dropping out of school, for 

example by creating a positive and reciprocal relationship between home and school. Äärelä 

and colleagues remind that each time a student comes to school—even for a part of the day—

some societal institution takes part in their life, which can be considered a victory. In their 

study, some of the interviewed young prisoners had attended only a few lessons after 

elementary school. The ones taught by teachers they had liked and appreciated. (Äärelä et al. 

2016.) 

Allen and colleagues (2018) maintain that the importance of relationships is not only a sign of 

influence of significant others, but it also highlights the importance of building healthy and 

effective school communities. Similarly, Gillies (2017) concurs asserting that building a caring 
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community is central in nurturing belonging and that it can be accomplished through 

meaningful relationships between educators and their students. The next subchapter explores 

how the contextual environment of a classroom or a school can influence student’s sense of 

belonging. 

3.2.2 Focusing on improving the structural / contextual environment 

Allen and colleagues (2018) suggest that instead of focusing interventions at an individual level, 

it may be beneficial for schools to concentrate on the broader level factors, which the school 

has more control over than individual factors or relationships. (See also Anderman, 2002.) 

According to Cemalcilar (2010), the contextual environment entails the safety of the 

educational environment, physical environment and amenities of the school, and the presence 

of supporting resources. In this subchapter, also other contextual factors such as teaching 

methods and teachers’ attitudes are shortly discussed. 

 

The importance of considering the contextual environment can be highlighted through 

Anderman’s (2002) study on school effects on psychological outcomes. The research indicated 

that individual difference variables may not be as predictive of negative outcomes as once 

thought when school-level phenomena have been controlled. Therefore, a special emphasis in 

basic education should be placed on providing physically and psychologically safe learning 

environments for all students. 

 

Safety is one of McMillan’s requirements for building a sense of community, which is often 

understood as a synonym for sense of belonging. Importance of safety is suggested also in 

Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) according to which the physiological 

needs such as the need to be safe and fed must be fairly well gratified before needs of love and 

belongingness emerge. The hierarchical order of needs has later been questioned by Tay and 

Diener (2011). They confirm that people tend to achieve basic and safety needs before other 

needs, but they also argue that it is not necessary to fulfill the most basic needs before benefiting 

from the other needs such as the need of belonging and social relationships. In any case, an 

unsafe school is not a desirable place to be for most students, moreover it has been claimed that 

school climate that makes students feel safe, treated fairly, and cared for would be conducive 

to their developing a positive sense of belonging to school (Ma, 2003). 
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Only six studies analyzed in the study made by Allen and others (2018) concentrated on school 

safety and those vaguely suggested that perceived safety is important, although noted effects 

on sense of belonging were small. Uslu et al. (2017) suggest that feeling positively about 

relationship between student and teacher may provide a secure emotional basis and enable 

school enjoyment, because the pupils may feel safer and more competent in the school setting, 

which may also lead to more positive connections with peers. Kauffman and Landrum (2013, 

p. 141.) concur and suggest that teacher’s role in building safe school environment is crucial, 

because their reactions ‘influence the classroom atmosphere and behavior of pupils, by 

increasing or decreasing the probability of challenging behavior.’ 

 

Safety can be considered as a precondition for other factors that influence pupils’ sense of 

belonging. Vaz and colleagues suggest that in order to nurture sense of school belonging, 

teachers in basic education need to encourage students to have conversations, wonder out loud, 

and collaboratively solve problems (Vaz, Falkmer, Ciccarelli, Passmore, Parsons, Tan, & 

Falkmer, 2015). In 1996, Solomon, Watson, Battistich, Schaps and Delucchi (1996) described 

a comprehensive elementary school program that had been successful in creating a sense of 

community in classrooms, as perceived by pupils. The program had had a child-centered 

approach to teaching and classroom management and the emphasis of the program had been on 

cooperative learning, the importance of democratic and prosocial values, student autonomy and 

self-direction. Similarly, Rowe and Stewart (2011) concluded that real-life and student-centered 

activities were found to be beneficial for students’ sense of belonging in their research and in 

the literature they studied. However, according to them the most important thing for broader 

sense of school belonging was that the students had been engaged in a greater number of 

interactions with other students and school staff (Rowe et al., 2011; See also Allen et al., 2018). 

Also Osterman’s (2000) research concurred that interpersonal, instructional and organizational 

strategies that support positive interaction among pupils and other members of community 

seemed to have an important impact on students’ sense of belonging. This should have 

implications on methods of instruction, teacher support, and less hierarchical authority between 

teachers and students. For example tracking or ability grouping was considered to reduce 

student interaction and have negative effects on peer relationships.  

 

When Allen and others (2018) moderated the effects of different factors that were correlating 

with sense of belonging by school’s geographic location, they noticed stronger effect sizes for 

rural schools compared to urban schools. However, it is possible that this finding doesn’t have 
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much to do with the actual location of school, but rather with school size. Rowe and Stewart 

(2011) identified small school size as a major contextual factor, with a powerful influence on 

sense of school belonging. They explained this primarily through practical reasons. In smaller 

schools, school community members to get to know each other. Small school social 

environment also influences other factors such as ‘the participation of the school community, 

the development of student and parent friendship groups, perceptions of safety, tolerance of 

diversity, and perceptions of value directly by encouraging school community members to get 

to know one another’. (Rowe et al., 2011, p. 62.) However, Anderman (2002) has found 

contradictory studies and pondered that school size in and of itself may be unrelated to 

belonging, because also within larger sized schools, students are able to develop a sense of 

belonging within smaller communities or subpopulations within the school. 

 

One of the potential subpopulations might be for example different language minorities. Van 

Der Wildt, Van Avermaet & Van Houtte (2017) in their study suggested that tolerating 

multilingualism might be the key for ensuring school belonging as teachers’ tolerating practices 

towards multilingualism statistically compensate for the negative effects of linguistically 

diverse schools on school belonging. They call for teachers to be informed about the factors 

that influence the development of certain multilingual repertoires, so that they could know how 

to help the pupils to take advantage of those repertoires for learning, and send greetings to 

decision makers by arguing that the teachers in less diverse settings with opportunities should 

be provided with a chance to gain experience in linguistically diverse schools. (Van Der Wildt, 

Van Avermaet & Van Houtte, 2017.)  

Another subgroup could be the pupils that challenge the teacher in a way or another. For 

example, behavioral problems in schools are mainly encountered negatively and often punished 

in school environment, although they are usually resulting from child’s weak social skills and 

the child is unable to act otherwise (Kauffman & Landrum, 2009, as cited in Äärelä, Määttä, & 

Uusiautti, 2016). In their research on schools as agents of social exclusion and inclusion Razer 

and others (2013) identify a vicious circle of failure that they name as “the circle of exclusion” 

and create frameworks to break it. They talk about frame of inclusion that in their words begins 

with a realization that schools that serve excluded populations are not responsible for exclusion, 

but their actions can either reinforce or interrupt the process. Razer and colleagues in their paper 

urge school staff to commit themselves, to make a conscious choice to work with troubled 

pupils rather than blaming or passing problems on to others. The two main action strategies that 
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they suggest are (1) forming inclusive relationships and (2) realistically analyzing pupils’ needs 

and mobilizing the school’s resources to meet them. (Razer et al., 2013) 

 

Forming inclusive relationships as a strategy contributes to previous subchapter of supporting 

school-related relationships. Razer et al. (2013) suggest an inclusive relationship is based on a 

stance of ‘non-abandonment’. It means letting pupils know that against their expectations they 

won’t be abandoned again. In an inclusive relationship like this, pupils that have a history of 

been abandoned are continually being reached out when absent. Excluded pupils tend to 

respond by pushing away a potential helper. Therefore, this kind of reaching out requires a 

stance of genuine caring as well as determination to stand by the pupils even in the face of 

rejection. (As cited in Razer et al., 2013.) Äärelä, Määttä and Uusiautti (2014) interviewed 

young prisoners’ on their experiences on small group teaching during basic education. Their 

study implied that ‘if school paid holistic attention, supported children comprehensively, and 

noticed their backgrounds, and then offered ways of finding one’s strengths, experience 

accomplishments, creating positive and supportive friendships instead of gang membership, 

and having a sense of becoming accepted and appreciated, even students in danger of exclusion 

could have better chances of growing into a full member of society’ (Äärelä et al., 2014, p. 60). 

Äärelä, Uusiautti and Määttä (2014) call this approach as the pedagogy of preventing social 

exclusion (PPSE), but it could function as pedagogy of nurturing sense of belonging in basic 

education. Concentrating in these issues is crucial, as according to Meo and Parker (2004) many 

of the pupils in these settings have never had inclusive relationships with teachers or with any 

adult (Meo & Parker, 2004 as cited in Razer et al., 2013). To the contrary, the experience of 

these pupils is usually one of rejection and alienation. Äärelä, Uusiautti and Määttä (2014) posit 

the view that the more “suitable” teachers to students in danger of exclusion are caring and safe 

adults who can confront the children’s anger without hesitation. 

 

The second action strategy is realistically analyzing pupils’ needs and mobilizing the school’s 

resources to meet them (Opertti and Brady, 2011 as cited in Razer et al., 2013). Uslu and 

colleagues referring to Rawatlal & Petersen also recommend that in order to help pupils to feel 

that they belong in their classrooms and schools, teachers should focus on the individual needs 

and capabilities of each student, because adolescents do not feel connected to school when it 

does not meet their needs’ (Rawatlal & Petersen, 2012 as cited in Uslu et al. 2017, p. 75). This 

is necessarily not easy. Razer et al. (2013) assert that in order to be able to effectively form 

inclusive relationships, to develop a multi-dimensional understanding, and to fit instruction to 
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pupils’ needs, the teachers must develop their interpersonal, diagnostic, and pedagogic skills, 

and principals can support teachers by providing spaces for reflection.  

The importance of those skills can also be highlighted with the study made by Crouch et al. 

(2014) that implies that although teachers may accurately note whether students after school 

transition have sense of belonging or not, they still might not be consistently able to identify 

student perceptions of potential negative social interactions with staff (Crouch et al., 2014). 

Certain groups of youth (Osterman, 2000), like lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) youth (Aerts, 

Van Houtte, Dewaele, Cox, & Vincke, 2012) are often discriminated against at school, not only 

by their peers, but also by some of their teachers. The results of the latter research show that in 

the specific Flemish context, sexual orientation has only few and small effects on the sense of 

belonging of LGB and heterosexual students. However, it is worthy of mentioning that Aerts 

and colleagues (2012) also noted that in their study perceived discrimination and LGB 

friendliness of the school appeared to be important indicators of sense of belonging for all the 

respondents, irrespective of their sexual orientation. According to them this implies that 

actively striving for more LGB friendliness in school policies and curricula, and promotion of 

LGB friendly attitudes within school staff and student population can have positive results for 

all the students, not only for the sexual minorities. (Aerts et al., 2012.) 

When striving for inclusive education, it is crucial that teachers would consciously aim to create 

a new kind of national identity and culture that would enable everyone’s sense of belonging 

regardless of their social class, physical appearance, race, language, clothing, behavior, 

location, origin, ethnicity, way of life, gender, sexuality, learning, disabilities, religion, 

attainment, or other factors that are often used in labeling and segregating people. The teaching 

should take into consideration the many ways diverse population instead of often unconsciously 

recreating the thoughts of ‘us’ and ‘others’ (Cantell et al. 2007), maintaining arbitrary norms 

and reinforcing the thought of homogeneity in the social, ethnic and other structures of society 

(Allemann-Ghionda, 2015). 
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4 Discussion 

The aim of this literature review was to have an overview of what kind of perspectives have 

been taken and what kind of claims have emerged in the prior research on sense of belonging.  

The studied literature maintains that individuals have psychological needs, such as need to 

belong. The first research question was about defining sense of belonging. In pursuit of 

definition for sense of belonging the connections between sense of belonging and more familiar 

concepts of social exclusion and inclusion were explored. After that a few of the grand variety 

of existing concepts and definitions to describe this phenomenon were presented. It seems 

natural, that the concept of belonging has emerged alongside, and partly replaced or challenged, 

the concept of identity (Lähdesmäki et al., 2016) which seems similarly multi-faceted and 

vague. Based on the literature review I suggest that the transdisciplinary conceptualization of 

sense of belonging developed by Mahar, Cobigo and Stuart (2012) should be used in future 

research, as it captures all the dimensions of sense of belonging: subjectivity, reciprocity, 

groundedness, dynamism and self-determination. 

 

The second research question started by pondering why considering sense of belonging is so 

important. As stated by Anderman (2002), a broad array of researchers in the field have reached 

a general consensus that when the need to belong is met, positive outcomes occur. Based on the 

previous research, potential non-academic outcomes of higher degrees of sense of belonging 

seem to be numerous and positive. Osterman (2000) reports sense of belonging playing a pivotal 

role in students’ emotional functioning and psychological outcomes, such as development of 

general self-concept, self-esteem and self-efficacy, in particular in young adolescents. In 

addition, Hagerty et al. (1992) assert that a sense of belonging is important not only for a 

positive identity formation, perception of the self, but also for having a positive perception of 

the social environment. 

Also academic outcomes seem to correlate with higher rates of sense of belonging. Social 

interaction, including the sense of belonging, is found to be a central antecedent for an engaging 

school experience (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Students with a higher sense of 

belonging are more likely to display positive school-related affect (Roeser et al., 1996). Sense 

of belonging has also been considered as a mediator variable to explain higher academic 

motivation and achievement (e.g. Anderman, 2003; Battistich et al., 1995; Faircloth & Hamm, 

2005; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Goodenow, 1993; Juvonen, 2006; Roeser et al., 1996; Wentzel, 
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Battle, Russel, & Looney, 2010). Lack of sense of belonging on the other hand has been 

reported to be correlating with negative school-related attitudes, low school attendance, low 

academic achievement, and even dropping out of school (Sánchez, Colón, & Esparza, 2005; 

Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000). Several studies indicate that children who had reported a greater 

degree of belonging in school also felt more confident, worked harder, coped more adaptively, 

showed more positive affect, and performed better in school (as cited in Furrer et al., 2003). 

The true focus of this thesis, however, was on the last part of the second research question: how 

sense of belonging can be supported in basic education. Osterman (2000) notes that there is a 

big discrepancy between theory and practice although the research suggests various ways which 

schools can support the development of community. The findings of this literature review 

suggest that personal characteristics seem to be important factors contributing to pupil’s sense 

of belonging in school setting. Hence, more efforts should be put towards finding ways to 

develop such characteristics in pupils, because it may positively impact their sense of 

belonging. Secondly, the findings strongly suggest that social context influences pupil’s sense 

of belonging. It should be remembered that in addition to school, also home and community 

have relevance to pupil’s wellbeing. Therefore, school should increasingly work together with 

home and the wider community to create a supportive atmosphere and to help pupils to 

experience belonging. The findings of this literature review also indicate that for the formation 

of school-related relationships that are strongly linked to sense of belonging, it would also be 

beneficial to favor more participatory and collaborative learning methods as well as daily 

community-building and inclusive activities. According to Osterman’s research (2000) 

classroom practice seems to have an important impact on students’ sense of belonging 

especially through methods of instruction, teacher support, and authority between teachers and 

students. Instead of suggesting the teacher demand absolute obedience in the classroom setting, 

teacher relies on building on the power of peers to learn to offer each other acceptance and 

encouragement. Teacher’s role is to nurture the youth, have high expectations for them and 

inspire them to take responsibility for their actions. Part of teachers’ role should be helping 

students develop a sense of belonging by emphasizing their positive characteristics in the spirit 

of positive psychology (See Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Csikszentmihalyi, 1991; Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 

Pupils' experience of acceptance influences multiple dimensions of person’s perception, 

behavior and well-being, hence, schools should focus more on nurturing students' experience 

of membership in a supportive community in class, in school and in school neighborhood. This 
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could be done for example by enabling all pupil’s participation, concentrating on building and 

supporting positive relationships, creating a safe, caring and inclusive learning community that 

welcomes all pupils and involves also their families and having high expectations for students.   

The third way of having an influence on pupil’s sense of belonging was by focusing on 

structural or contextual environment of school. Including safety in school- influence how well 

the need to belong is met. 

Razer and colleagues suggest two main action strategies for battling exclusion that are (1) 

forming inclusive relationships and (2) realistically analyzing pupils’ needs and mobilizing the 

school’s resources to meet them. (Razer et al., 2013, p. 1164.) These both are combined by 

Äärelä, Määttä and Uusiautti (2014) who concluded that ‘if school paid holistic attention, 

supported children comprehensively, and noticed their backgrounds, and then offered ways of 

finding one’s strengths, experience accomplishments, creating positive and supportive 

friendships instead of gang membership, and having a sense of becoming accepted and 

appreciated, even students in danger of exclusion could have better chances of growing into a 

full member of society’ (Äärelä et al., 2014, p. 60). This thought could function as a basis for 

pedagogy of nurturing sense of belonging in basic education. Razer et al. (2013) assert that in 

order to be able to effectively form inclusive relationships, to develop a multi-dimensional 

understanding, and to fit instruction to pupils’ needs, the teachers must develop their 

interpersonal, diagnostic, and pedagogic skills, and principals can support teachers by providing 

spaces for reflection.  

 

As discussed at the beginning of this thesis, inclusion is not just about physical placement of 

pupils, but rather a process to overcome barriers that limit learners’ presence, participation and 

achievement. Already nearly three decades ago Finn (1989) proposed an identification 

participation model of education with objective of preventing possible negative educational 

outcomes and potential withdrawal from school among students at risk. He suggested that in 

order to prevent students engaging in problem behavior that may eventually lead to school drop-

outs, all students should take part in school activities, because that would enable successful 

performance outcome, which would support the students to identify even slightly with their 

school environment.  

This thesis has some restrictions. Firstly, choosing the literature was not systematic. The 

research was done with the snowball method and the quality of included studies was restricted 
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only at the end of the research. It might have been less time consuming and more reliable to do 

the literature review systemically, however I feel that in this way I came across many studies 

from other fields of study that widened my understanding of the phenomenon of belonging. 

Secondly, although findings of this thesis are mostly presented in an affirmative way, majority 

of the findings are not generalizable, because the studies are very contextual. The studies of this 

literature review have been done almost entirely in Western countries by mostly Western 

researchers. It is therefore possible that sense of belonging might not actually even be a global 

phenomenon. Furthermore, most studies have been done with youth in secondary school 

settings, so although it has been claimed that the need to belong exists since birth, one should 

be careful with generalizing the findings especially when it comes to younger basic education 

students.  Finally, although the focus of this thesis has been on the importance of sense of 

belonging, it does not mean that it alone would be sufficient for inclusive basic education. As 

cited by Carroll, Fulmer, Sobel, Garrison-Wade, Aragon and Coval (2011, p. 124) ‘effective 

education is an integrated system of academic and social supports’. Neither of those should be 

forgotten. 

Further research could be done for example by trying different types of longer interventions 

targeting some of the factors that are thought to have an impact on sense of belonging, for 

example personal characteristics or teacher support, and afterwards examining whether those 

result as a higher sense of belonging. On the other hand, very little if any research, has been 

conducted in truly inclusive basic education classrooms, with sufficient resources, so also 

interviewing experienced teachers and their students might be contributing to increasing the 

understanding of for example strategies that could be used to foster teacher support. 

Alternatively, pupils who have dropped out of basic education could be interviewed about 

similar topics. 

To conclude, noting especially the connection between sense of belonging and pupils’ academic 

performance and emotional functioning, a positive sense of belonging among pupils should be 

considered as a high priority among school-based adults and decision makers. Their work 

should be grounded in the context of sense of belonging and peer relationships, because without 

those, focusing on educational outcomes might not make sense for majority of pupils. Sense of 

belonging is increasingly topical, given the wide diversity of children in mainstream classrooms 

that strive to be inclusive often with scarce resources. Considering the findings of this research 

it is natural to ask whether negative experiences with members of the majority group or teachers 

might prevent a sense of belonging in minority pupils. If this might be possible, those students 
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who need the most in terms of inclusion and belongingness are actually getting less than their 

well-behaving or challengingly-behaving peers, it is imperative that we teachers search for 

ways to remedy the situation.  
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