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Trends in Sense of Belonging During Challenging Times for Adolescents

Abstract

Adolescents engaging in education settings have experienced multiple crises and
disruptions, including the COVID-19 pandemic and many instances of civil and racial unrest,
inequitable policies and racist rhetoric that have impacted their relationships, their education, and
important agents in their environments. In this study, we explored trends in student sense of
belonging across time. We followed two cohorts of adolescents who navigated K-12 education
(a) prior to the pandemic and major civil and racial unrest events, such as the murder of George
Floyd (from 2013 to 2019); and (b) during the pandemic and during and after the major civil and
racial unrest events (from 2016 to 2022). The cohort that experienced these challenging events
resulted in substantial declines in sense of belonging. We found preliminary evidence that may
help education researchers better understand the impact of these crises and events on adolescent
education outcomes across time.

Introduction

Adolescents currently engaged in education settings have experienced multiple crises and
disruptions, including the COVID-19 pandemic (Loades et al., 2020; Magson et al., 2021) and
many instances of civil and racial unrest (e.g., the murder of George Floyd), inequitable policies,
and racist rhetoric (Magan, 2020; Torres et al., 2022; Wray-Lake et al., 2018). These crises and
disruptions are not isolated events and aggregate in complex ways to impact the relationships that
adolescents have with each other, their families, and their education and important agents in their
environments (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine [NASEM], 2023). For example, the loneliness that may stem from distance
learning and increased isolation from teachers and peers during the COVID-19 pandemic may be
exacerbated by increased discriminatory rhetoric and encounters, especially for students most
affected by the anti-immigration policies passed during the Trump administration (Barbieri &
Mercado, 2022; Cortés-Garcia et al., 2022; Gruber et al., 2023; Stokes, 2023).

Whether national attention is on COVID-19, or on ongoing instances of civil unrest, the
lingering and ongoing effects of both still require considerable attention for the development
support of the young adult population (NASEM, 2023). For example, the loneliness and
isolation, exacerbated with the COVID-19 pandemic and civil unrest, recently have been
declared a public health crisis (U.S. Surgeon General, 2023). Researchers (e.g., Hussong et al.,
2021; Kauhanen et al., 2022) have noted the multifaceted impact of the pandemic, particularly
noting how the impact of the pandemic on adolescent physical health and mental health likely
will have future implications for their economic and social stability (e.g., less stable social
relationships, fluctuating socioeconomic status).



Adolescence and the Pandemic

Significant disruptions within adolescent life course in-and-of-itself is a pressing issue,
for adolescence is a critical period of development in which the brain matures, pivotal
developmental relationships are formed, and identity development is negotiated (NASEM, 2019).
Adolescence is also an important period of psychosocial development and reflection that
encompasses a self-negotiation of values, beliefs, and aspirations in association with
sociocultural contexts. As such, adolescence is a period when young people become even more
aware of potential economic, social, and structural inequalities experienced by themselves, their
family, and their communities (Offidani-Bertrand et al., 2022). Given that adolescents are
required to navigate the ever-changing personal, interpersonal, and societal dynamics, it is not
surprising that mental health and well-being often fluctuate during adolescence (Gadermann et
al., 2022).

In addition to what traditionally occurs during the critical period of brain development,
researchers have noted how the pandemic has added to and increased the frequency of poor
mental health episodes (Jones et al., 2022; Madigan et al., 2023; Scott et al., 2021; NASEM,
2023). For example, Buist et al. (2023) found that depressive symptoms increased during the
pandemic lockdown and decreased upon reopening. Interestingly, the researchers also described
anxiety symptoms as gradually increasing in the reopening phase as well. Jones et al. (2022)
found that adolescents who did not feel close to others at school experienced a higher prevalence
of poor mental health during the pandemic than those who did feel close to others at school.
Finally, multiple researchers have posited how the association between (poor) mental health and
the pandemic varied for students from different backgrounds. Notably, the impact of the
pandemic may have been more detrimental for students from low socioeconomic status, less
stable migration backgrounds, racialized backgrounds, and/or from gender-minoritized
backgrounds (Barendse et al., 2023; Joliff et al., 2021; Kauhanen et al., 2022; Scott et al., 2021).

In order to address the challenges adolescents face navigating education in a “post-
pandemic” era, the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2023)
recommended that educators and institutional agents develop interventions that focus on (a)
building and maintain supportive relationships, (b) providing opportunities to learn and practice
social and emotional skills, (¢) fostering connections that allow for adolescents to see and cope
with difficulties, and (d) developing resources for community and family resilience. In this study,
we focused on the aspect of building and maintaining important developmental relationships by
leveraging research on adolescent sense of belonging.

A Brief Primer on Sense of Belonging

According to Baumeister and Leary (1995), sense of belonging is a fundamental human
motivation in which individuals seek out long-lasting, stable, and positive interpersonal
relationships. Goodenow and Grady (1993) defined sense of belonging in classrooms or schools
as referring to the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and
supported by teachers and other adults in their school environment. More recent sense of
belonging researchers have posited that sense of belonging (a) requires authentic relationships
characterized by humanization, mutuality, and respect for students’ cultural assets, values, and
social identities (Alejandro et al., 2020); (b) reflects a condition in which one’s presence in a
space is possible, desirable, and perceived as legitimate (Torres-Olave et al., 2021); and (c)



encompasses a perceived experience of consistent interaction and care from others, usually as
part of a larger ingroup (Slaten et al., 2019).

Within education, researchers have frequently used Strayhorn’s (2019) sense of belonging
conceptualization, which frames sense of belonging as comprised of perceived support and
connectedness; the experience of mattering, feeling cared about, accepted, respected, and valued;
and the perception that one is important to their campus community (including faculty, staff, and
peers). To perceive a sense of belonging according to education and psychological researchers, it
appears that students must have access to and experience positive interpersonal relationships and
spaces, climates, and environments (Allen et al., 2021; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

Sense of Belonging, Adolescence, and the COVID-19 Pandemic

For adolescents currently pursuing education, sense of belonging, or sense of fit and
mattering (Strayhorn, 2019) has been posited to be an essential buffer to feeling disconnected and
devalued (Montoro et al., 2020). This was true prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and civil unrest,
and we contend that it is even more relevant now. Researchers also have found that sense of
belonging is positively associated with student academic motivation and achievement (Allen et
al., 2018). School belonging during the COVID-19 pandemic in particular appeared to mitigate
the negative impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic through bolstering adolescents’ ability to cope,
and through encouraging greater reliance on communities and cultural capital (Cortés-Garcia et
al., 2021; Exner-Cortens et al., 2022; Yosso, 2005). This is consistent with prior research (e.g.,
Allen & Furlong, 2021) that posits that the interpersonal connections that engender a sense of
belonging can mitigate feelings of loneliness and isolation. Furthermore, relevant to instances of
disconnection due to political events, through claiming and creating their own spaces of sense of
belonging, students impacted by the discriminatory policies and rhetoric from the Trump
administration and civil and racial unrest were able to begin to combat perceptions and feelings
of being unwelcomed in their education environments (L.V. Rodriguez, 2023).

Recognizing the importance of developing and maintaining a sense of belonging for
adolescents, we explored trends in student sense of belonging across time. Specifically, we
followed two cohorts of adolescents who navigated K-12 education (a) prior to the pandemic and
major civil and racial unrest events, such as the murder of George Floyd (from 2013 to 2019),
and (b) during the pandemic and during and after the major civil and racial unrest events (from
2016 to 2022).

To support inferences about trends over time, we sought evidence regarding measurement
quality by addressing two preliminary questions:

1. Do the selected items for measuring sense of belonging contribute to good fit for a
unidimensional measure with no parameter drift over time?

2. Do the items function as expected in ways consistent with theory (content coverage) and
in terms of relative challenge?

The primary research question was:

3. Are the sense of belonging trends for students similar or dissimilar across two cohorts
over time?



Methods

Instrument

The data were from the Minnesota Student Survey administrations from 2013 to 2022
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2023). The survey was designed by the Minnesota
departments of Education, Health, Human Services, and Public Safety, triennially administered
anonymously to 5th, 8th, 9th, and 11th grade public school students. The purpose of the survey is
to monitor important trends in students’ beliefs and experiences in the contexts of positive and
risky behaviors.

Participants

The study included students in the 2013 grade 5 cohort who were in grade 8 and 11 in
2016 and 2019 (average cohort size of 35,138 across years), and the 2016 grade 5 cohort who
were in grade 8 and 11 in 2019 and 2022 (average cohort size of 33,818; Table 1). Across
cohorts and years, we included students with complete item responses. The sample closely
reflected the sex and race distributions across the state. In 2013, 2016, and 2019, the sample
included over 80% of school districts and nearly two-thirds of the student population in the
selected grades; in 2022, the sample was slightly smaller, where 70% of school districts and 51%
of students participated.

Table 1
Sample Sizes for 2013 and 2016 Cohorts by Grade
Grade
Year Sth 8th 11th
2013 32,002
2016 37,030 42,164
2019 40,920 31,248 2013 cohort
2022 23,505 2016 cohort

Note. Sample sizes changed across years due to the
sampling of schools and students within each cohort.

Variables and Measures

We used items from the MSS that represented the sense of belonging construct (Table 2).
For the 2016 cohort, grade 5 students received a slightly different version for one item (i.e., I can
shape and influence what happens in my life and future) compared to 2013 cohort grade 5 (i.e., |



feel in control of my life and future). In each case, these items were treated as unique items, with
all other items being common (anchor) items in the scaling across years. Psychometric analyses
were conducted to provide validity evidence supporting interpretation and use for both items as
representations of the sense of belonging construct (M.C. Rodriguez, 2023).

Table 2
Items and Response Scales for Sense of Belonging
Item # Item text Response scale
1 How much do you feel your parents care about you?
. 1 = Not at all to
2 How much do you feel friends care about you?
_ _ 5= Very much
3 How much do you feel adults in your community care about you?
4 I feel in control of my life and future.
4a I can shape and influence what happens in my life and future. 1 = Not ;” tall or
5 I build friendships with other people. rarely o

4 = Extremely or

I feel valued and appreciated by others. almost always

7 I accept people who are different from me.

Statistical Analysis

We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using the lavaan package (Rosseel,
2012) in R. We followed common guidelines for adequate fit: RMSEA < .10, CFI and TLI > .90
(Brown, 2015; Kline, 2011), and standardized factor loadings > .40 (Brown, 2015). The Rasch
measurement model was used to calibrate items and produce person scores (Winsteps; Linacre,
2016a).

Through item response patterns, the Rasch model estimated probabilities of responses to
estimate item and person locations on the underlying trait. The sense of belonging scale was
centered at zero (location of the average item), producing person scores ranging from —5.0 to
+5.0 (logit metric). To support score interpretation over time, we examined the Rasch scaling
results for parameter drift by testing for differential item functioning (DIF) with Winsteps across
years and identifying items with C-level DIF (Linacre, 2016b, p. 433).

The Rasch scores were transformed to support score interpretation. We estimated the
corresponding score for students who responded that sense of belonging was characteristic of
them more so than not, essentially responding at least 3 (very or often) out of 4 or 4 (quite a bit)
out of 5 given the respective item response scale. This level of positive sense of belonging was
24 raw score points (on a scale of 7 to 31); the corresponding Rasch score (0.89) was found
through the test characteristic curve and used to identify students with a positive level of sense of
belonging (M.C. Rodriguez, 2023, p. 74). We also reported the Rasch model score reliability and
provided McDonald’s omega, an estimate of score reliability employing a congeneric
measurement model that commonly fits survey-based rating scale items (Hayes & Coutts, 2020).



Results

Measure Quality

We found good unidimensional model fit for the measure of sense of belonging for both
cohorts (Table 3). In addition, no C-level DIF was reported for any of the selected items across
years, supporting the interpretation of scores over time (M.C. Rodriguez, 2023, p. 86). The
evidence supporting a unidimensional model provided support for Rasch scaling. The Rasch
model reliability for the measure was .78; the omega reliability coefficient was .81.

Table 3

Fit Statistics for the Sense of Belonging Measure for 2013 and 2016 Cohorts
Cohort CFI TLI RMSEA
2013 977 965 .082
2016 970 956 .078

The item analysis results were positive (Table 4), where the Rasch locations had a good
spread across the logit scale (-1.28, 1.18) and the item-measure correlations were all positive (.44
to .77). With respect to item ordering and relative challenge (Table 5), the Rasch item locations
indicated that item 1 was the easiest item to endorse (respond positively): “How much do you
feel your parents care about you?”” This was followed closely by item 7: “I accept people who are
different from me.” Item 4a was the most challenging item to endorse: “I can shape and influence
what happens in my life and future.” This was followed closely by item 3: “How much do you
feel adults in your community care about you?”

Table 4
Rasch Item Analysis Results
Rasch

Item # Item text location Item r
1 How much do you feel your parents care about you? -1.28 .53
2 How much do you feel friends care about you? -0.56 .66
3 How much do you feel adults in your community care about you? 0.95 74
4 I feel in control of my life and future. 0.21 .65
4a I can shape and influence what happens in my life and future. 1.18 .61
5 I build friendships with other people. 0.09 .68
6 I feel valued and appreciated by others. 0.37 77
7 I accept people who are different from me. -0.97 44

Note. Rasch location is in logit metric. Item 7 is the correlation between the item score and the
Sense of Belonging Rasch measure score, akin to item-total discrimination.



Table 5
Items Ordered by Rasch Location

Rasch
location Item # Item text
-1.28 1 How much do you feel your parents care about you?
-0.97 7 I accept people who are different from me.
-0.56 2 How much do you feel friends care about you?
0.09 5 I build friendships with other people.
0.21 4 I feel in control of my life and future.
0.37 6 I feel valued and appreciated by others.
0.95 3 How much do you feel adults in your community care about you?
1.18 4a I can shape and influence what happens in my life and future.
Cohort Trends

Regarding the primary research question concerning trends, in both 2013 and 2016
cohorts, the percentage of students with positive sense of belonging decreased over time from 5%
grade to 11" grade. The baseline percentages for 5™ graders for both 2013 and 2016 cohorts were
similar (66% and 69% respectively). However, fewer 11" graders in the 2016 cohort (43%),
compared to 11" graders in the 2013 cohort (53%), reported a positive level of sense of
belonging (Table 6 and Figure 1).

;:E:ngage of 2013 and 2016 Cohort Students Who Reported Positive Sense of Belonging
Grade

2013 cohort Sth 8th 11th
2013 66.2%
2016 62.8%
2019 52.5%

2016 cohort
2016 68.7%
2019 58.0%
2022 43.0%




Figure 1
Percentage Responding Positively to Sense of Belonging by Cohort over Time
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To better understand the nature of the decline over grades and between the two cohorts,
we reported the response frequencies for each item from grade 5 to 11 for each cohort (Table 7).
To facilitate the review of positive responses for the two cohorts, we summed the top two
(positive) response frequencies. The 5" grade students in the 2016 cohort responded similarly or
more positively to each item than the 5™ grade students in the 2013 cohort. However, when the
2016 cohort was in 11" grade (2022), their responses were less positive for every item except 7
(I accept people who are different from me.), than the 2013 cohort.



Table 7

Response Percentages for the 2013 and 2016 Cohorts in Grade 5 and Grade 11

2013

Cohort

Grade 5 (2013)

Item response options

Grade 11 (2019)

Item response options

Items 1 2 3 4 5 4+5 | Items 1 2 3 4 5 4+5
1 2 3 8 86 95 |1 1 3 7 19 69 88
2 2 6 14 36 43 79 |2 2 5 18 34 40 75
3 14 22 28 28 56 |3 14 20 29 21 16 37
1 2 3 4 3+4 1 2 3 4 3+4
4 15 29 34 22 56 |4 8 30 38 24 62
5 18 38 39 77 |5 5 25 42 28 70
6 6 18 35 41 76 |6 8 30 39 22 62
7 8 25 64 90 (7 2 10 35 53 88
2016 Cohort

Grade 5 (2016) Grade 11 (2022)
1 2 3 4 5 4+5 1 2 3 4 5 4+5
1 1 2 3 8 87 95 |1 1 9 25 61 86
2 5 13 34 46 80 (2 2 20 40 33 72
12 22 29 29 59 |3 16 23 34 19 7 26
1 2 3 4 3+4 1 2 3 4 3+4
4a 11 26 38 25 63 |4 9 36 38 17 55
5 5 18 36 40 77 |5 7 32 40 21 61
6 6 18 35 41 76 |6 8 36 39 16 55
7 2 7 27 63 91 |7 2 9 34 56 920

Note. The top of the table contains the 2013 cohort grade 5 and 11 results. The bottom of the
table contains the 2016 cohort results. The 4+5 and 3+4 columns contain the sum of the two

highest response options, indicating positive responses. Items included:
1. How much do you feel your parents care about you?

2. How much do you feel friends care about you?
3. How much do you feel adults in your community care about you?

4.1 feel in control of my life and future.

4a. I can shape and influence what happens in my life and future. [2016 grade 5 only]
5. I build friendships with other people.

6. I feel valued and appreciated by others.

7. I accept people who are different from me.



Discussion

Cohort Trends

We investigated whether there was initial evidence of the effects of the pandemic, civil
and racial unrest, and discriminatory policies and rhetoric, following two cohorts who
experienced the Trump presidency but differed on their experiences with the pandemic and civil
unrest. For both the 2013 and 2016 cohorts, student sense of belonging declined as students
progressed from grade 5 to 8 to 11. This trend is consistent with prior research, where researchers
have found that as adolescents develop, their need for belonging becomes more complex,
requiring more investment and purposeful actions on the part of the supportive actors in students’
environments for them to feel belonging (Chhuon & LeBaron Wallace, 2014; Li & Julian, 2012).

However, we see a steeper decrease in sense of belonging from 2016 to 2019 for both
student cohorts, which situates them during the height of the Trump administration (relative to
the 2013-2016 period). Additionally, the steeper decrease for the 2016 student cohort from 2019
to 2022 likely captured their time spent navigating the COVID-19 pandemic. For the 2013
cohort, sense of belonging decreased from grade 5 to 11 by 14 percentage points. This trend
nearly doubled for the 2016 cohort, who experienced a decline of 26 percentage points from
grade 5 to 11. Although our findings are in line with prior research (e.g., Barringer et al., 2023),
more investigation is needed to make sound hypotheses and claims. Our results provide initial
evidence for education researchers to further explore how the pandemic, civil and racial unrest,
and discriminatory policies and rhetoric during the Trump administration may compound and
affect students’ education experiences and outcomes, and particularly sense of belonging.

Measurement Quality over Time

The unidimensional model fit was strong across the two cohorts. In addition, evidence
was reported elsewhere regarding the absence of item parameter drift over time (M.C.
Rodriguez, 2023, p. 86)—the items functioned well over time. This provided evidence to support
score interpretation over time.

We examined item response frequencies, or how likely it was for students to report a
given item response, for the sense of belonging items (Table 7). For both the 2013 and 2016
cohort, 5th grade students were most likely to positively respond to the question: How much do
you feel your parents care about you? (95% selecting quite a bit or very much). This aligns with
previous research and theory on the role of parents and caregivers (e.g., Slaten et al., 2018;
Strayhorn, 2019), and also provides preliminary validity evidence that the sense of belonging
item (and construct) is functioning as expected. Interestingly, for the 2013 and 2016 cohorts item
3 (How much do you feel adults in your community care about you?) was the least likely to be
endorsed in 5th grade (56% to 59%), which prompts further investigation on the role of adults
and community members within student environments.

This also warrants further investigation, for not only was this question administered to Sth
graders who are still maturing, but prior researchers also have noted an increased feeling of
uncertainty for students navigating education during the pandemic (Magson et al., 2021).
Notably, for 11th grade students in both cohorts, positive responses to nearly all items were
reduced, especially to item 3 (which received the lowest positive response rates (25% to 37%).
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The one item that changed very little from 5th to 11th grade (1% to 2%) was item 7, where about
90% of students reported to accept people who are different than them across grades and cohorts.

Content Coverage and Relative Challenge

Lastly, given current popular conceptualizations of sense of belonging, including (a)
sense of belonging as feeling personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by teachers
and other adults (Goodenow & Grady, 1993); (b) sense of belonging as comprised of feelings of
support, connectedness, mattering, value, care, and importance from their campus community
(Strayhorn, 2019); and (c) sense of belonging as a subjective feeling of deep connection with
groups, places, and experiences (Allen et al., 2022), we examined the construct coverage of the
seven items comprising our measure of sense of belonging, relative to prior conceptualizations.
Items 1, 2, and 3 reflect the extent to which parents, friends, and other adults in a students’
community care about them. These first three items are consistent with the notion that for
students to feel a sense of belonging, they must perceive that they are cared for (e.g., valued,
respected, and accepted) by supportive actors in their environment. Item 4 (and 4a) captures
students’ overall perception and experience of agency and control, further reflecting a sense of
stability in their life. Endorsement of this item suggests that students’ needs are, more so than
not, met.

Items 5 and 7 are consistent with prior conceptualizations of sense of belonging in that
they emphasize feelings of belonging as necessarily social, in the context of student relationships
and interactions with important agents or others (e.g., family, friends, community), which
researchers mentioned in this section have pointed to as a necessary component of internalizing
that one fits in and are valued in an environment. Notably, items 1, 2, 3, 5, and 7 appear to
capture a breadth of important actors and interpersonal relationships that exist within students’
immediate environmental settings (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2005). Finally, item 6 directly
reflects students’ perception of feeling integral, or valued and appreciated, in their environment,
of which perceptions of value and appreciation is a core component of belonging.

Although there may be additional conceptualizations of belonging that can inform future
item development and use, we believe that our current selection of items captures current
knowledge and research on adolescent sense of belonging within an educational context. More
research is required to investigate whether and how student background characteristics may play
a consequential role with respect to construct coverage. Additionally, more research is required
to parse out who the various community members are in student environments, which may
provide additional insights into item 3 (regarding caring adults in the community) being the most
challenging of the 7 items to endorse.

Given that self-reflection and interactions with parents and friends are readily accessible
to most adolescents, it is not surprising to see items 1, 2, and 7 are the easiest to endorse. This is
consistent with prominent conceptualizations of sense of belonging that emphasize important
agents, oneself included, and the interpersonal relationships formed with those agents as critical
for perceiving and feeling a sense of belonging.

11



Conclusion and Significance

We were interested in how adolescents reported their sense of belonging over time. Not
only is growing up and navigating education difficult, it has become even more challenging,
especially for adolescents from systematically marginalized backgrounds, because of the various
crises that contemporary adolescent encounter. For this reason, it is imperative, as education
researchers and youth development specialists, that we understand how such crises, events, and
structural changes affect students in order to better support them moving forward. We concur
with the NASEM (2023) recommendation to do more to provide students with internal resources
and external supports to cope with uncertainty and change.

Sense of belonging is one of many social and emotional competencies that may bolster
students’ flourishing (i.e., emotional, psychological, and social well-being; NASEM, 2019). We
encourage those that have influence over adolescent education settings to proactively foster a
sense of belonging, and in doing so, facilitate their learning and growth.

12
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