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What promotes adolescents’ sense of school
belonging? Students and teachers’ convergent

and divergent views

Wafaa El Zaatari® and Ali Ibrahim*

Abstract: In this study, which endeavored to identify school climate factors and their
influence on adolescent students’ feelings of school belonging, it became evident that
a new conceptualization thereof is needed. Quantitative data from 443 male and
female 11" graders and 264 of their teachers and qualitative data from 16 students
and eight of their teachers in Al Ain public school district were collected. The findings
revealed that adolescents perceived parental involvement, classroom practices, tea-
cher-student relationships, safety and school social practices, and peer relationships in
novel and different ways to their teachers. Various factors including parental involve-
ment, teacher-student relationships, and classroom practices were viewed as unim-
portant in promoting student belonging. The adolescents appeared to be more
concerned with safety and school social life and peer relationships. The findings are
significant for policymakers and practitioners in their quest to improve the educational
experiences of adolescent students and facilitate their psychosocial development.
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1. Introduction

Each school has a unique set of characteristics which constitutes its climate. School climate is
defined as “the patterns of people’s experiences of school life; it reflects the norms, goals, values,
interpersonal relationships, teaching, learning and leadership practices, and organizational struc-
tures that comprise school life” (National School Climate Center, 2011, p. 2). A positive school
climate is imperative for healthy learning experiences (Freiberg & Stein, 1999, p. 11), students’
social and moral development (Weissbourd et al., 2013), and students’ feeling of safety in inter-
acting with peers and teachers (Allen & Bowles, 2012). In such a climate, where the psychosocial
needs of students are developed, their sense of school belonging will increase (Cemalcilar, 2010).

Students’ sense of school belonging was defined by Qin and Wan (2015, p. 830) as “students’
perceptions of being involved, recognized, and supported.” The feeling of belonging could enhance
students’ relatedness to school (Fong Lam et al, 2015), their willingness to abide by its rules
(Dehuff, 2013), and their motivation to be more conscientious academically (Goodenow, 1993b).
Furthermore, they are likely to experience less violence (Aliyev & Tunc, 2015). On the contrary,
students who do not feel accepted and cared for tend to be demotivated and lack the desire to
attend school (Sanchez et al., 2005).

Although it is of the utmost importance for schools to employ all the means available to create
a positive school climate, many merely focus on student performance. Wellman (2006) demon-
strated that if schools place more emphasis on achievement, they may not focus on their mission
of developing the whole student and their enjoyment of school life. Students’ ability to relate to
others (Johnson, 2009) and attendance at school (Sdnchez et al., 2005) may be affected adversely
in such a climate.

2. Problem and purpose

The education sector in the United Arab Emirates aims to develop a first-class education system in
which schools are transformed into smart learning environments. The UAE 2021 National Agenda
asserts that to compete internationally, it is imperative that the education system undergoes
a complete transformation in management, curricula, and teaching methods so as to satisfy the
content and skill requirements of international exams (UAE Cabinet, n.d.). Accordingly, more
demands have been placed on schools to improve student achievement with subsequent increases
in teachers’ responsibilities. Farooqui (2019) and Morgan and Ibrahim (2019) revealed that tea-
chers’ roles have expanded to include more paper and administrative work so as to achieve
accountability demands. Consequently, appropriate student-centered teaching, student care, and
the satisfaction of their emotional and social needs have been overlooked. In such a results-driven
climate, students may feel pressurized and their time for socializing with peers, teachers, admin-
istrators, and coaches as well as for extracurricular activities has become limited (Farooqui, 2019).

Local studies as well as international reports on the UAE have supported the fact that existing
school climates do not enhance students’ sense of belonging. Abu Dhabi students, the largest UAE
student population, who completed the TIMSS questionnaire revealed that their sense of school
belonging was rated at only 21%, which is low in comparison to the international average of 44%
(IEA TIMSS and PIRLS, 2015). Furthermore, while 11% of students in Abu Dhabi were absent from
school more than once a week, the international average for such was 8%. Frequent absenteeism
may be linked to school-based problems and related to a low level of school belonging (Faour, 2012).

While evidence has shown that students’ sense of belonging is problematic, there has been
a paucity of research on this topic. The only study conducted was by Ibrahim and El Zaatari (2020)
and who found that the teacher-student relationships’ dimesions of affect, power, and reciprocity
were negative. The present study explored adolescent students and their teachers’ perceptions on
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the contextual school climate factors that may influence students’ sense of belonging to present
a more comprehensive account of the topic.

3. Significance of the study

This study revealed evidence of the influence of school climate on students’ sense of belonging
and identified the most significant factors in the UAE context. Consequently, the results may
support administrators and policymakers in their quest to enhance school practices to satisfy
the psychosocial and academic development of adolescent students. Furthermore, this study
afforded an opportunity to explore adolescents’ perceptions of their school experiences as an
under-researched group on the issue.

4. Theoretical framework

Allen and Bowles (2012, p. 110) asserted, “Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model provides the most
comprehensive theoretical construct to date with which to investigate belonging in an organiza-
tional setting such as a school.” Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 3) regarded the ecological environment
“as a set of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls.” These systems
include the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem.

Bronfenbrenner (1993) noted that unless the entire four-part ecological system is considered,
human development cannot be understood. Accordingly, adolescents’ development of a sense of
school belonging can be explained by examining two types of interaction: distal and proximal.
Distal interactions are best elucidated in light of interactions between the three systems, namely,
the macro, exo, and meso as well as the school microsystem. The UAE National Agenda and social
norms, which constitute part of the macrosystem, have an impact on the education system and
policy development within the exosystem. When policymakers enact a particular educational
policy in the exossystem, parents’ relationship with the school within the mesosystem and every-
day practices within the school microsystem are affected. In turn, these practices have an effect
on teachers and students (Hayes et al., 2017).

Proximal interactions in the school microsystem not only encompass all school and classroom
activities but also relationships among students, teachers, and other school members.
Furthermore, proximal interactions at home between parents and adolescent students may
influence adolescents’ development of school belonging. Bronfenbrenner added a fifth ecological
system to the theory: time or the chronosystem, (Krishnan, 2010). This system indicates the role
time may play in changing school ecology. In this study, chronosystem relates to changes in
educational policies that occur over time such as additional curriculum and exam requirements,
which may have an effect on adolescent students’ sense of school belonging. Keeping this frame-
work in mind, the study was set to investigate the topic.

5. Literature review

In this study, five factors were assumed to constitute the school climate: classroom practices,
teacher-student relationships, safety and school social practices, peer relationships, and parental
involvement. With the exception of parental involvement, the factors are embedded within the
school’s microsystem. The Ecological System Theory classifies parental involvement as part of home
microsystem and at the same time it belongs to the mesosystem of home and school (Faour, 2012;
Smith, 2015). The ecological system as well as school climate factors are depicted in Figure 1.

Parental involvement could play a role in enhancing a sense of school belonging when they
provide their children with academic and social support both at home and school. When parents
are involved in their adolescents’ education, care about their performances, and discuss their
future plans, their children are likely to become more motivated to work harder, cope with
academic challenges, have positive beliefs about their abilities to succeed (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil,
2014), and have a positive attitude toward their schools in general (Uslu & Gizir, 2017).
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Figure 1. The ecological system
and school climate factors.
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Classroom practices constitute another school climate factor that could play a vital role in
enhancing adolescents’ sense of school belonging. Teachers are pivotal in implementing classroom
practices such as encouraging students to work cooperatively (Goodenow, 1993b; Miller & Desberg,
2009), relating tasks to students’ interests (Faour, 2012; Miller & Desberg, 2009; Wallace et al,,
2012), encouraging critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and creativity as well as controlling
misbehavior and bullying (Miller & Desberg, 2009). However, overemphasis on exams and perfor-
mance could affect classroom practices and the teacher-student relationship negatively.
Subsequently, teachers’ attention may not be focused on building healthy relationship with
students (Ritt, 2016).

The teacher-student relationship is of paramount importance. Chhuon and Wallace (2014)
stated that this relationship should be highly affective, supportive, and attentive to students’
needs. When teachers exhibit a caring attitude, students’ social and emotional security develops
and consequently, their sense of belonging is enhanced (Goodenow, 1993a).

The fourth school climate factor that could affect students’ sense of belonging comprises safety
and school social practices (Allen & Bowles, 2012; Haugen et al., 2019). If students feel insecure at
school, they may not only experience negative feelings (Cemalcilar, 2010) but also be unable to
learn. Safety encompasses not only the absence of danger but also psychological safety, respect,
and protection (National Association of School Psychologist, 2013). School social practices, includ-
ing extracurricular activities and leadership roles, can afford students significant learning experi-
ences which could lead to increased sense of belonging (Farrell, 2008), enhanced social skills
(Eccles et al., 2003), and improved adaptability to challenges (Ashley, 2014).

Peer relationships are also crucial for adolescent development (Wallace et al,, 2012) and may
enhance their sense of belonging (Dehuff, 2013). Uslu and Gizir (2017) found that peer relation-
ships improve students’ psychological and emotional well-being, social control, coping strategies,
and problem-solving skills. It is noteworthy that not all peer relationships have a positive impact
on identity development because adolescents could become involved in antisocial behavior (Smith,
2015) and/or engage in aggression and bullying (Guerra et al., 2011). Smokowski et al. (2014)
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Table 1. Students and teachers’ samples

Frequency Percentage

Students sample Gender Male 216 48.8
Female 227 51.2

Nationality Emirati 359 84.5

Non-Emirati 66 155

Teachers Sample Gender Male 127 48.1
Female 110 47.1

Nationality Emirati 105 39.8

Non-Emirati 133 50.4

revealed that students who were victims of physical and/or verbal bullying did not feel secure at
school. In such a context, Kim (2018) noted that these feelings definitely lead to a decrease in the
sense of school belonging.

6. Methodology

6.1. Design

An explanatory sequential mixed methods design was employed in the study. This design is character-
ized by an initial quantitative phase of data collection and analysis that uses a survey. Subsequently,
a qualitative phase of data collection and analysis was conducted by employing a phenomenological
design to explain the results obtained from the quantitative phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

6.2. Setting

The study was conducted at secondary public schools in Al Ain city, UAE. There were 14 secondary
public schools in Al Ain: seven for male students and seven for female students as secondary
schools are segregated. There were 2,802 grade 11 students and 798 teachers in the 14 schools.

6.3. Study sample

In the quantitative phase of the study, cluster sampling was employed to select the participants
where the school was the cluster. Eight, four male and four female, of the 14 schools were
randomly selected. The sample for this study comprised 443 students and 264 teachers, which
was higher than the sample size determined with a confidence level of 95 %. Information related
to the students and teachers’ samples is presented in Table 1.

Purposeful sampling was used to select the participants in the qualitative phase so as to provide
thorough descriptions of the studied phenomena. The participants included eight grade 11 female
students and four teachers from one school as well as eight grade 11 male students and four
teachers from one school.

6.4. Instruments

Two questionnaires, one for teachers and one for students, were developed by the researchers
after an extensive review of the literature were employed in the first phase of the study. Each
instrument was divided into six sections: parental involvement, classroom practices, teacher-
student relationships, peer relationships, safety and school social practices, and school belonging.
While the students’ questionnaire comprised 29 items, the teachers’ questionnaire had 30 items,
which were assessed on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). A jury of scholars determined the content and construct validity of the questionnaires
before the students and teachers completed a pilot test. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.829 and 0.851 for
the students and teachers’ questionnaires, respectively.
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Semi-structured interviews were conducted in the qualitative phase of the study. The interview
questions sought to understand and interpret the results obtained from the quantitative phase.

6.5. Data analysis

Multiple linear regression was performed to identify the most important school climate factors that
may have an influence on adolescent students’ sense of school belonging. Thematic analysis was
employed in the second phase of the study. NVivo Pro 11 was used to code the data. After coding,
different themes were identified and then merged into categories. To ensure inter-rater reliability,
the two researchers worked separately when classifying the data into themes and categories.
Subsequently, they shared their decisions with one another and agreed on the final results.

7. Results of the study

7.1. Quantitative results

Multiple linear regression analysis was performed to identify the most important school climate
factors that could influence adolescent students’ sense of school belonging from the perspective of
the students. The results are displayed in Table 2.

The model of the five school climate factors that could have an influence on adolescent
students’ sense of belonging is displayed in Table 2. The factors include parental involvement,
classroom practices, teacher-student relationships, safety and school social practices, and peer
relationships. Regression analysis was performed to predict the influence of these factors on
feelings of school belonging. As shown in Table 2, R = 0.50, which indicates a moderate positive
correlation with an R? of 0.25. This means that the five factors explained 25% of the variance in
students’ sense of school belonging with a significant regression equation, F (5, 409) = 27.07,
p < 0.00).

As shown in Table 3, the results revealed that teacher-student relationships did not significantly
predict students’ sense of school belonging (Beta = 0.10, t = 1.81, p = .07). In contrast, the other
four factors predicted students’ sense of belonging in the following order: safety and school social
practices (Beta = 0.21, t = 3.76, p = 0.00), classroom practices (Beta = 0.20, t = 3.67, P = 0.00), peer
relationships (Beta = 0.12, t = 2.60, p = 0.01), and parental involvement (Beta = 0.10, t = 2.28,
p = 0.02). As shown in Figure 2, a one-point increase in parental involvement, classroom practices,
safety and school social practices, and peer relationships corresponded to 0.10, 0.27, 0.18, and
0.12 increases in students sense of belonging, respectively.

Multiple linear regression analysis was also performed to identify the teachers’ perspectives. The
results are displayed in Table 4.

As displayed in Table 4, R = 0.69, which indicates a moderately positive correlation with an R? of
0.47. Thus, from the teachers’ perspective, the model linear regression explained 47% of the
variance in the sense of school belonging with a significant regression equation, F(5,
200) = 35.330, p < 0.00.

As presented in Table 5, the teacher-student relationship (Beta = 0.01, t = 0.20, p = 0.84) and
classroom practices (Beta = 0.05, t = 0.87, P = 0.38) did not predict the students’ sense of belonging
significantly. However, peer relationships (Beta = 0.42, t = 7.43, p = 0.00) as well as safety and
school social practices (Beta = 0.42, t = 6.19, p = 0.00) predicted belonging. On the contrary,
parental involvement (Beta = -0.22, t = —4.07, p = 0.00) predicted a statistically significant negative
relationship between the teachers’ perceptions of parental involvement and students’ sense of
belonging. Figure 3 shows that a one-point increase in safety and school social practices and peer
relationships corresponded to 0.42 and 0.40 increase in students’ sense of school belonging while
a one-point increase in parental involvement corresponded to 0.22 decrease in belonging.
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Figure 2. Students’ regression
analysis of school climate fac-
tors and sense of belonging.
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The results revealed that both the students and teachers perceived the teacher-student relation-
ship to be an insignificant predictor of the students’ sense of school belonging. While the students
considered classroom practices to be a significant predictor of their sense of belonging, the
teachers believed that classroom practices did not predict a sense of school belonging. Although
the students and teachers concurred that school safety and social practices as well as peer
relationships are significant predictors, the students did not give peer relationships a high predic-
tion value. Although the students perceived parental involvement to be a weak predictor, the
teachers perceived it as having the opposite impact on students’ sense of school belonging.

7.2. Qualitative results

The researchers collected qualitative data to acquire a deeper understanding of the results and
facilitate the interpretation thereof. The following findings and explanations of the five factors
were gleaned from the analysis of the qualitative data.

7.3. Factor 1: Parental involvement

The quantitative results revealed that the students perceived parental involvement to be a weak
predictor of their sense of school belonging. They believed that their parents’ involvement was
limited and sporadic as it did not go beyond material support such as buying stationery, study
materials, and hiring a private tutor. While some of the students perceived that their parents
listened, helped them solve problems, and involved them in sports and leisure, others, particularly
the females, considered the support to be problematic. Mouza related, “I feel my mother doesn’t
understand me ... so I prefer to stay in my room and play with my phone.” She was also annoyed
with her parents’ conservative views that prohibited her from visiting friends and participating in
social activities.

The teachers’ views of parental involvement were not very positive. Mr. Housam noted, “Only
10% to 12% of the parents show up in workshops and activities.” Moreover, the students did not
appear to welcome the idea of having a guardian or parent arriving at the school to discuss their
behavioral and/or academic issues. Ms. Maha shared, “Students are tearing and ripping the
notifications sent home.” It is possible that these opinions could explain why the teachers thought
that parental involvement has a negative relationship with students’ sense of school belonging.
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Figure 3. Teachers’ regression
analysis of school climate fac-
tors and sense of belonging.
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7.4. Factor 2: Classroom practices

The quantitative results showed that the students considered classroom practices to be
a significant predictor of their sense of school belonging. However, their opinions about classroom
practices were mostly negative and it was difficult to justify the discrepancies between their
quantitative and qualitative results. First, some students complained about “traditional teaching
and lecturing” (Ahmed, Afra, Iman, Salma, and Shamsa), “inability to comprehend some teachers”
(Salma, Khalifeh, Afra, Hajer, Noura, and Moza), “dull or noisy classes” (Mohammed, Sultan,
Shamsa, Salma, and Iman), and “inability of teachers to control students” (Salma and Badriyah).
Others, especially male students, perceived teachers were “trying their best to make all students
understand” (Naser), and “use break time to finish the required material for the exam” (Sultan).
However, both male and female students agreed that some teachers were usually “inconsiderate”
because their primary aims appeared to be “to finish the assigned curriculum” and “prepare
students for the exams” (Badriya) because the school’s ranking was their main priority.

Second, most students experienced “too many exams” as a source of “suffering and stress”
(Khalifah) and a reason for “hating school” (Afra and Mouza). Furthermore, having “too much
homework ... puts [students] under pressure and annoys some” (Khalifeh and Noura). Third, the
students admitted that teachers punished them and while some male students related that
teachers were patient with them, others had been subject to various forms of punishment such
as “stand[ing] at the back of the class for the whole period,” and “detention” (Mouza, Ahmed,
Iman, Noura, and Badriyah).

Many of the opinions the teachers expressed in the interviews supported the quantitative results
that showed that classroom practices were not a predictor of students’ sense of belonging. The
teachers appeared to be cognizant of what happened in the classrooms and to what it could lead.
Although some teachers defended themselves and explained that they used “a variety of learning
activities to avoid boredom and enhance learning,” others admitted that “students were not happy
with lecturing and traditional teaching,” “excessive seriousness” (Mr. Housam), and becoming
“bored and fatigued from being bombarded with information” (Ms. Mariam).

The interview data revealed that the teachers referred to “homework, quizzes, and frequent
examinations” as contributing to student stress. Teachers also felt that the many responsibilities

and frequent changes in the system as overwhelming. The students were aware that “the
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continuous changes in the curriculum make teachers and [them] feel very stressed and unstable”
(Khalifa and Afra). In such a stressful atmosphere, in which teachers punished students “[even if]
used as the last resort” as noted by some, it was not unexpected for teachers to dismiss classroom
practices as a predictor of students’ sense of belonging.

7.5. Factor 3: Teacher-student relationships

Our quantitative results revealed that the students perceived the teacher-student relationship as
an insignificant predictor of students’ sense of school belonging. Their negative perceptions may
have been due to three reasons. First, the students, especially the females, believed the teachers
were disrespectful and sometimes “downgrading” when they spoke with them. Salma related that
some of the teachers conveyed a message that some students should be demoted. Second, some
of the students, especially the females, did not perceive their teachers as caring, supportive, or
motivating. While the male students were positive about their teachers’ psychological and aca-
demic support and they liked the way teachers motivated them, the females had a different
perspective. Iman shared, “They do not care about what we are suffering from, like stress. They
want us to obey their orders without any negotiation.”

Our data revealed various reasons underlying the teachers’ perception of the insignificance of
their relationship with students as a predictor of students’ sense of school belonging. First, as
noted by Ms. Maha, the students did not like them when they were “strict with grading.” Second,
some of the teachers complained about students’ improper behavior, which caused them to shout
and scream. Ms. Lina defended shouting and screaming at students because they were always
trying to get out of class, disrupt class activities, waste time, and/or generally misbehave. Third,
some of the teachers, especially those who were expatriates, feared they might lose their employ-
ment if they experienced problems with students, particularly national citizens. One may deduce
that it was not surprising that the teachers perceived their relationship with students did not
predict their sense of belonging.

7.6. Factor 4: Safety and school social practices

The students agreed that school safety and social practices was a significant factor in predicting
their sense of school belonging. One reason may have been related to their perceptions that their
schools had excellent safety measures. However, some students associated their safety at school
to bullying and aggressive behavior. Their schools were not able to control problems between the
students on the school premises and hence, “this create an unsafe feeling” (Ibrahim).

A second reason for the students’ positive perception about schools and hence, their belonging
was related to various extracurricular activities. Many of the male and female students shared that
they had many extracurricular activities and were encouraged to participate in competitions.
Ahmed explained, “I feel like I am representing my school and I am trying to do all of my best
to win.” However, some of the female students had negative views about extracurricular activities
because of time the activities were held and family objections to their participation.

The teachers had positive views about the physical safety of the schools because “securities are
found everywhere” (Ms. Maha) and “satfey at school was paramount” (Mr. Housam). Furthermore,
their opinions about extracurricular activities were also positive. Schools had sports activities, open
days, and many clubs. They usually competed against other schools, which allowed the students to
become more engaged. Ms. Maha related, “We encourage students to participate in different
activities ... Any kind of activity that happened out of the classroom makes students feel happy.”

7.7. Factor 5: Peer relationships

The quantitative data demonstrated that the students and teachers regarded peer relationships as
a significant predictor of sense of belonging even though the students did not give it high
prediction value. Friends at school was a major factor underlying the sense of belonging both
the male and female students experienced. Mansour stated, “I feel like it is my second home

Page 13 of 19



El Zaatari & Ibrahim, Cogent Education (2021), 8: 1984628 .;K': Cogent Py education

https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2021.1984628

because of my friends.” Iman added, “Friends deal with me intimately ... if I have any problem,
I can share it with them.”

While friendship at school can enhance students’ sense of belonging, problems with peers may
have a negative effect thereof. The problems the participants encountered were provoked by
bullying and aggressive behavior because of misunderstandings, jealousy, uttering “harsh words”
(Mohammed), and “sarcasm and lying” (Ibrahim). Mouza related, “Some [female] students hit each
other, or try to pull another student’s hair aggressively.” However, in general, the students were
positive about the impact of peer relationships on their sense of belonging.

Similarly, the teachers explained that one reason behind students’ sense of belonging was
having friends at school. Ms. Rana related, “Our [female] students prefer to spend time socializing
with their friends as their parents are conservative and [might] not allow them to see their friends
outside school.” The teachers did not deny the existence of bullying and aggressive behavior in
schools and confirmed that while friendship enhances feelings of belonging, bullying and aggres-
sive behavior may reduce students’ attachment to school.

8. Discussion

The regression analysis of the students’ data revealed that the five school climate factors pre-
dicted their feelings of school belonging moderately with R = 0.50. Variance in their sense of school
belonging was accounted for in our model by 25%. The teachers’ data indicated that there was
a high moderate correlation (R = 0.69) with 47% variance in the students’ sense of belonging due
to the five school climate factors. This is expected as the ecological model cannot address all
factors in one study (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). In addition, Goodenow (1993b, p. 87) viewed belong-
ing “as arising from the person within a particular school environment.” Therefore, the individuality
of human experience and complexity of school climate made it difficult to account for all other
possible influencing factors.

Our data demonstrated that of the five school climate factors, perceptions of safety and school
social practices were the strongest predictors of students’ sense of belonging. While safety at
school is an essential aspect for the psychosocial and academic development of students, a safe
environment enhances their school experience and builds a sense of belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010;
Haugen et al.,, 2019). The qualitative data further revealed that safety does not only involve the
physical setup or presence of safety measures. Rather, it should also encompass the psychological
and emotional protection of students. While the participants believed that the school’s premises
were mostly guarded, with the presence of security personnel and monitoring of student behavior
by cameras, most of the female students and a few of the male students believed that they were
suffering from the school’s inability to solve peer clashes and protect them from aggressive
behavior. Feeling psychologically insecure not only contributes to students’ feeling a lack of
belonging to the school, but may also have devastating effects on their personality development.
This may also have an effect on students’ performances (Weissbourd et al., 2013) because
adolescent students prefer a safe, comfortable environment in which to learn and develop
(Huang et al., 2013). While our participants had positive views about school safety, we are of the
opinion that in relation to the students’ psychosocial safety, more could have been done. However,
a focus on test-preparation, grades, and ranking has limited the time allocated to this goal. At
a macro-level, the UAE places high value on students’ happiness, well-being, and positivity (Warner
& Burton, 2017). However, at the school micro-level, this may not translate into actions as the
participants conveyed. Therefore, it is recommended that schools and teachers should find ways to
provide more support to students’ development in this area.

In accordance with Bouchard and Berg (2017), Farrell (2008), and Eccles et al. (2003), the
quantitative data showed that involvement in extracurricular activities may lead to an increase
in students’ connectedness to school. Furthermore, extracurricular activities may enhance stu-
dents’ social development and help them to develop their identities, especially when they are
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afforded an opportunity to practice leadership in an activity (Bouchard & Berg, 2017). However, the
qualitative data also indicated that there was not sufficient time for extracurricular activities and
at times, families did not approve of their children’s participation; most notably, their female
children. Despite its importance in increasing students’ sense of belonging, there may be limited
focus on activities because of the competitive nature of the achievement-oriented system.

Although the quantitative data further found that classroom practices were the second strongest
predictor of adolescent students’ sense of belonging, the qualitative data revealed a different view.
The students were skeptical of classroom practices and criticized their teachers. They perceived their
teachers used traditional and boring teaching styles, they were not tolerant and did not care about
them, and some utilized punishment to manage the classes. The findings indicated that the teachers
may not have handled the teaching and learning process properly. This may have been due to the
pressure of many curricular and administrative demands as well as preparing students for local and
international exams. Warner and Burton (2017) noted that teachers may adopt traditional teaching
methods so as to cover the various examination objectives because using differentiated learning
activities requires much more time. In such contexts, they may employ routine teaching strategies
and thus, students are likely to describe them as boring. Moreover, when teachers are overloaded and
immersed in high-stakes education, little time is left for them to learn about students’ weaknesses or
issues and provide proper support (Ritt, 2016; Wellman, 2006). Russell et al. (2005) found similar
results in schools in the UAE, thus indicating the problems have been prevalent for more than
a decade. Ibrahim and Al Taneiji (2019; p. 112) related that a teacher in their study acknowledged,
“I do what I can do.” Some revert to punishment to obtain results immediately. Punishment can lead
to students hating school and resisting the system (Miller & Desberg, 2009).

Unlike qualitative data, the quantitative data revealed that students considered classroom
practices to be a good predictor of their sense of belonging. This might be partially explained by
students’ positive peer relationships inside and outside the classrooms. In accordance with Dehuff
(2013), we found that peer relationships are a significant predictor of sense of school belonging;
third in our model after school safety and classroom practices. The qualitative data also showed
that many of the students enjoyed going to school because of the presence of their friends.
Similarly, the teachers believed that socializing with friends was a major reason students attended
school. This was especially true for female students who may not have been allowed to go out with
friends because of family traditions.

Having good friends at school helps adolescent students overcome problems (Newman et al,,
2007), enhances their self-esteem (Schwartz et al.,, 2011, p. 27), and offsets negative feelings
toward various school experiences (Booth & Gerard, 2014). However, the qualitative data revealed
that sometimes peers engage in bullying and aggressive behavior, which may explain that peer
relationships were a weak predictor of the students’ sense of belonging. When students fight, their
feelings of security are affected adversely (Smokowski et al., 2014) and their sense of school
belonging may be reduced (Kim, 2018). Schools and teachers are responsible for controlling any
aggressive behavior at school and thus, they should be sensitive to signs of possible abuse to help
students feel protected and secure.

In contrast to Uslu and Gizir (2017) who found that parental involvement was an important
factor for increasing student motivation and building a sense of school belonging, our model
revealed that parental involvement was the weakest predictor of students’ sense of belonging.
The qualitative data helped to explain this weak effect. According to the students, the relation-
ship between their parents and them was limited to material and non-academic support,
specifically, buying them things and hiring private tutors. Furthermore, it is normal for Emirati
families to have a number of children, which as Davis-Kean (2005) noted, may limit their time to
interact and care for all their children. Additionally, Baker and Hourani (2014) referred to
parents’ narrow perception of the importance of their involvement with the school as many
parents believe that the school and teachers are responsible for their children’s progress and
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satisfying their needs. Our data also revealed that female students were more critical of their
relationship with their parents than their male counterparts. Emirati families are more protec-
tive of girls and thus, possibly impose more behavioral rules on them. Some female students
preferred to stay in their rooms and distanced themselves from interacting with their parents.
Cox et al. (2011) noted that this was a normal occurrence as adolescents usually spend less
time with their parents in their quest for independence. Cox et al. (2011) further explained that
the negative consequences of parent-adolescent relationships may affect adolescents’ ability to
function and behave properly in school. Therefore, schools and teachers should learn more
about students’ lives so as to assist them as they face daily academic and social challenges.

The quantitative and qualitative data revealed that the teachers and students perceived teacher-
student relationships to be problematic and thus, they did not perceive it to be an indicator of a sense of
school belonging even though the male students considered it a predictor. This is understandable in light
of teachers’ changing roles. Farooqui (2019) noted the teacher’s role revolves mostly around paperwork,
accountability, and compliance and to a lesser extent, adherence to the principles of their profession.
Moreover, Stone-Johnson (2016) found that teaching for the test may cause a level of anxiety in teachers
that thwarts their sensitivity to students’ rights and needs. Wellman (2006) argued that this may lead
them to ignore students’ characters because more importance is attached to grades than their sense of
adventure and development. In the UAE, many teachers find it difficult to find the time to perform their
non-academic responsibilities that are related to their students (Ibrahim & Al Taneiji , 2019; Farooqui,
2019). Instead of having teachers who provided support and care for students’ psychological safety
(Miller & Desberg, 2009; Qin & Wan, 2015), who worked to gain the respect and trust of their students
(Farrelly, 2013), who offset the negative effect of misbehaving peers (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012), and
who satisfied adolescents’ need to have a non-parental role model (Uslu & Gizir, 2017), the students in
this study perceived their teachers non-caring and inconsiderate. We believe the teachers are driven to
behave in such a manner because of limited time and the many requirements to which they must abide.

9. Conclusions

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological System Model posits that issues at the micro-level cannot be reme-
died in the absence of governing policies and directions at the macro-level, particularly in centrally-
governed educational systems. Central policies and directives should support this goal to enable schools
and teachers to assist adolescent students. The results revealed that although students and teachers did
not always agree on what promotes adolescent students’ sense of school belonging, they agreed on
certain factors. Peer relationships and safety and school social practices predicted students’ sense of
belonging. Therefore, it is important for schools and teachers to work on enhancing these factors in order
to enjoy an increased sense of school belonging. We are of the view that belonging cannot be enhanced
without positive and healthy student-teachers relationships and conducive classroom practices. The
participants were critical of these factors and therefore, attention should be given to them. The findings
also found a statistically significant negative predictive relationship between the teachers’ perceptions of
parental involvement and students’ sense of belonging. It appears that high school adolescent students
may require less parental involvement in their schools as they strive to be independent from their parents
(Cox et al.,, 2011). It is recommended that further in-depth research be conducted to explore novel ways
for parents to become involved that could increase adolescent students’ sense of school belonging.

10. Limitations and research recommendations

This study was limited to public schools in Al Ain city, UAE. Therefore, the results cannot be
generalized to all schools in the UAE. Furthermore, the sample of students was limited to grade
11 in secondary schools. Consequently, the results may not be representative of other students’
views in the public and private school systems in the country.

It is recommended that further studies be conducted to enhance understanding about the topic. In
particular, it is imperative to conduct further studies on adolescent students-parents relationships, which
explore cultural issues and differential treatment of male and female adolescents. The female students
in the study related a relatively strong negative account of their school experiences and relationships
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with their parents. So, we suggest that female secondary schools and family experiences be explored in
greater depth. It is also recommended that high- and low-stakes educational systems and how they may
influence students’ sense of belonging, happiness, well-being, and psychosocial development be

compared.
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