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Abstract

Sense of school belonging has a strong impact on adolescents’ well-being, and
whilst there are many factors that can influence school belonging, two of the most
salient factors include perceived teacher support and exposure to bullying . While
the association between school belonging and teacher support and school belonging
and exposure to bullying are well documented in the literature, less is known about
how these relationships vary depending on students’ socioeconomic status (SES).
The aim of this study was to investigate whether SES moderated the relationship
between school belonging and these school-related factors. The sample was drawn
from the 14,273 Australian 15 and 16-year-olds who completed the 2018 Organisa-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Program for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (PISA) survey. Linear regression analyses revealed that
the association between school belonging and teacher support was not moderated
by SES and there was a positive relationship between SES and sense of school be-
longing, even after accounting for teacher support, exposure to bullying and other
student and school characteristics. Despite limitations, this study fills a gap in the
literature, provides a foundation for further research to build on, and has potential
implications for how safety should be promoted for students of both high and low
SES for teacher support to more strongly influence their sense of school belonging.

Keywords Bullying - School belonging - Socioeconomic status - Teacher
support - SES

Students’ sense of school belonging, which is the extent to which students “feel per-
sonally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others — especially teachers
and other adults in the school social environment” (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p.
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60-61), is well established in the literature to be strongly influenced by teacher sup-
port and exposure to bullying (Arslan & Allen, 2021; Allen et al., 2018; Cunning-
ham, 2007; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Holt & Espelage, 2003; Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2019; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). However,
there is mixed and limited research regarding whether students’ socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) moderates the relationship between school belonging and these school-
related factors (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Cemalcilar, 2010; Croninger & Lee, 2001;
Yue, 2017). This study aims to extend on previous research (Berkowitz et al., 2016;
Cemalcilar, 2010; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Yue, 2017) and fill the relevant gaps in the
literature by exploring whether SES can moderate the relationship between school
belonging and teacher support and school belonging and exposure to bullying.

1 School Belonging, Perceived Teacher Support, and Exposure to
Bullying

Whilst feeling like one belongs is important for all age groups, it may be especially
relevant for adolescents (Arslan et al., 2022; Allen & Bowles, 2012; Allen, 2020).
Students who report a high sense of school belonging display higher academic moti-
vation and achievement (Allen et al., 2018; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; OECD, 2013;
Wang & Holcombe, 2010), increased prosocial behaviour (Arslan & Tanhan, 2019;
Catalano et al., 2004), a reduced probability of dropping out of school (McWhirter et
al., 2018), higher life satisfaction (Arslan et al., 2021; OECD, 2017a), higher levels
of self-esteem (Nutbrown & Clough, 2009), and lower levels of depression (Arslan,
2021; Parr et al., 2020). Having a sense of school belonging at this age is associated
with the formation of a positive identity (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011), assists with
successful psychosocial adjustment (Lonczak et al., 2002), and aids the transition
from childhood into adulthood (Parker et al., in press; Tanti et al., 2011). Despite the
benefits linked with a greater sense of school belonging, Australian students have
recently tended to report a weaker sense of belonging at school compared to students
from other countries (De Bortoli, 2018). In addition, Australian adolescent students’
sense of school belonging has been significantly declining since 2003 (De Bortoli,
2018), indicating the importance of researching this population group.

Students who perceive their teachers as highly supportive tend to feel a stronger
sense of belonging at school compared to students who do not view their teach-
ers as supportive (Allen et al., 2021; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Wang & Holcombe, 2010).
Perceived teacher support can be defined as the extent to which students feel like
their teachers care about them and their achievements, encourage them, take the time
to assist them, treat them fairly, promote mutual respect, and provide opportunities
for independent decision-making (Allen et al., 2018; OECD, 2019b; Wang & Hol-
combe, 2010). Supportive teachers provide both personal and academic help, praise
good behaviour and work, and their students feel a connection to them (Allen et al.,
2018). While teacher support has been found to have one of the strongest effect sizes
for school belonging (Allen et al., 2018), exposure to bullying, including feelings
of safety, has also been found to have an important influence on school belonging
(Craggs & Kelly, 2018; Cunningham, 2007; Holt & Espelage, 2003).
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Students who are frequently bullied tend to report a weaker sense of school
belonging compared to students who are not frequently bullied (Cunningham, 2007,
Holt & Espelage, 2003; OECD, 2019b). Bullying is an aggressive, unwanted, and
negative behaviour that includes someone intentionally and repeatedly harming and/
or discomforting another person who is weaker and has difficulty defending them-
selves (Arslan et al., 2020; Nesdale & Scarlett, 2004; OECD, 2019b; Olweus, 1995).
Bullying can be physical (e.g., hitting, kicking, pinching, pushing), verbal (e.g., name
calling, teasing, threatening), or relational (e.g., social exclusion, spreading gossip,
humiliation) (Wolke et al., 2000; Woods & Wolke, 2004). Those who are victims of
bullying tend to report feeling unsafe at school (Berkowitz & Benbenishty, 2012;
Glew et al., 2005). Research suggests that social support, especially from peers, may
help to buffer some of the negative consequences victims of bullying tend to experi-
ence, particularly anxiety, depression, and low quality of life (Flaspohler et al., 2009;
Holt & Espelage, 2007). Sense of school belonging, perceived teacher support, and
exposure to bullying are all associated with students’ SES (De Bortoli, 2018; OECD,
2019b).

2 Theoretical Framework: Socioeconomic Status

Sense of school belonging, perceived teacher support, and exposure to bullying are
all affected by students’ SES (De Bortoli, 2018; OECD, 2019b). A low SES is associ-
ated with a lower income, level of wealth, and educational achievement, whereas a
high SES is related to a higher income, level of wealth, and educational achievement
(Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). An individual’s occupational status can also provide
information about their level of education and income, as well as other job-related
skills and benefits (Burgard et al., 2003).

Australian students who come from high SES families tend to report a greater
sense of school belonging, generally perceive their teachers as more supportive, and
tend to be less exposed to bullying compared to students from low SES families
(Cemalcilar, 2010; De Bortoli, 2018; OECD, 2019b). While the association between
school belonging and teacher support and school belonging and exposure to bullying
are both strong and prevalent across the literature (Allen et al., 2018; Cunningham,
2007; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Holt & Espelage, 2003; OECD, 2019b; Wang & Holcombe,
2010), less is known about how students’ SES may influence these relationships. This
study aims to fill this gap in the literature, with Maslow’s (1943) theory of human
motivation offering insight into how SES may impact the relationship between school
belonging and these school-related factors in Australian adolescents.

Maslow’s (1943) theory of human motivation may provide a theoretical frame-
work for the observed differences in students’ sense of school belonging by SES.
Maslow (1943) argued that each need, starting with the lowest-level need, must
first be satisfied before the need above it can emerge, and it is the desire to fulfil
higher-level needs that serves as a motivator for individuals to achieve and improve.
It is reasonable to assume that a student’s most basic and essential requirements for
survival, which may include food, sleep, and shelter (Maslow, 1943; Nuiiez, 2016),
are threatened in the presence of low SES. Therefore, the need for belongingness—
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which encompasses a desire for interpersonal connections and acceptance from oth-
ers which are reciprocal and gained through genuine relationships such as those with
family, friends, and teachers—at school may be more difficult to satisfy if the stu-
dent’s most basic needs are ungratified (Maslow, 1943; Nuiiez, 2016; Slaten et al.,
2016).

Individuals from low SES backgrounds may not be able to afford adequate
amounts of food, and the food they do consume tends to be less healthy compared
to what individuals from high SES backgrounds eat (Cunningham, 2018; Konttinen
et al., 2013). More common issues for this population group are the barriers they
face in meeting their safety needs. In Australia, individuals of a lower SES tend to
experience higher crime and domestic abuse rates compared to those of a higher
SES (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013; Kerr, 2018). Furthermore, people living
in neighbourhoods with unsatisfactory social and physical conditions (high occur-
rences of public disturbance, drug-dealing, uncivil behaviours, diminished quality
and maintenance of property, and litter and graffiti) tend to experience a greater fear
of crime compared to those living in neighbourhoods with satisfactory social and
physical conditions (Perkins & Taylor, 1996). These characteristics are more com-
mon in low SES neighbourhoods, and those who experience them tend to have a
greater fear of crime and concerns for the safety of themselves and household mem-
bers (Perkins & Taylor, 1996).

In further support of this notion, findings from Meyer et al. (2014) indicate that
low SES is associated with greater neighbourhood safety concerns, and according to
Garcia-Reid (2007), students who perceive their neighbourhoods as less safe tend
to have a lower sense of belonging at school. In addition, violence and behavioural
problems, including fighting, threats, and sexual offenses, are more prevalent in low
SES schools (Boroughs et al., 2006). Such behavioural problems are associated with
a negative school climate in which students are unable to get along well with each
other and staff, and this type of environment is correlated with lower perceived school
safety (DeRosier & Newcity, 2005).

Overall, it appears that individuals from low SES backgrounds tend to face more
barriers in meeting their safety needs compared to students from high SES back-
grounds. According to Maslow (1943), this indicates that students of a low SES will
generally have a weaker sense of school belonging compared to individuals of a high
SES, which has been found in the literature (De Bortoli, 2018; OECD, 2019b). This
has implications for how the relationship between school belonging and perceived
teacher support may vary based on students’ SES. While Maslow’s theory notes that a
need does not need to be fully satisfied for the next need to emerge (Maslow, 1943), it
is possible that SES may have a role in moderating how school belonging is fulfilled.

3 Socioeconomic Status on the Relationship Between Teacher
Support and School Belonging

Although perceived teacher support tends to be positively associated with sense of

school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Wang & Holcombe, 2010),
Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs may be used to infer the relationship between
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teacher support and school belonging will be weaker for students of a low SES com-
pared to students of a high SES, due to the barriers students of a low SES tend to face
in meeting their safety needs.

Two key studies provide a basis of support for this notion. Cemalcilar (2010)
investigated the influence of school social relationships on students’ sense of school
belonging across low and high SES schools, and their findings inferred that high-
quality teacher-student relationships were not as strong in fostering a sense of school
belonging for students attending low SES schools compared to students attending
high SES schools. This study examined students’ attitudes towards teacher-student
relationships regarding the general atmosphere in the school, rather than their per-
sonal perceptions and interactions. Similarly, Yue (2017) explored whether the asso-
ciation between school SES and youth depressive symptoms differed according to the
amount of perceived teacher support students received. Results indicated that teacher
support was not as strong in reducing students’ depressive symptoms for low SES
schools compared to high SES schools.

Cemalcilar (2010) and Yue (2017) examined concepts related to teacher support
(satisfaction with teacher-student relationships) and school belonging (depression)
but not those factors specifically. This highlights the need for the current study to
examine whether Cemalcilar’s (2010) and Yue’s (2017) results extend to perceived
teacher support and sense of school belonging, which, if so, would result in the asso-
ciation between perceived teacher support and sense of school belonging being stron-
ger for students of a high SES compared to students of a low SES. However, there
is also literature that suggests teacher support can buffer the negative experiences
students of a low SES tend to face (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Croninger & Lee, 2001).

4 Teacher Support as a Compensating Factor

Research suggests that teacher support can help compensate for the challenges stu-
dents from lower SES backgrounds face in achieving a strong sense of school belong-
ing by providing a sense of safety at school (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Brody et al.,
2002; Croninger & Lee, 2001). Lenzi et al. (2017) discovered that higher perceived
teacher support at the individual level was associated with students feeling safer at
school; however, this was determined for students in general rather than specifically
for students of a lower SES. If teacher support can provide a sense of security for
students who face unique challenges in meeting their safety needs, then Maslow’s
(1943) hierarchy of needs would indicate that teacher support should positively influ-
ence sense of school belonging equally for students of a low or high SES.

Two key studies (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Croninger & Lee, 2001) provide insight
into how teacher support may serve as a protective factor for students of a low SES.
Berkowitz et al. (2016) explored whether a positive school climate, which can be
defined as the ‘personality’ of the school and includes teacher support, would lessen
the negative effect a low SES had on students’ academic achievement. Their find-
ings revealed that a positive school climate was effective in contributing to higher
academic achievement for students from socioeconomically disadvantaged back-
grounds, thus decreasing the negative influence low SES has on academic achieve-
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ment (Berkowitz et al., 2016). Similarly, Croninger and Lee (2001) examined the
effects of teacher support on the likelihood of students dropping out of school. They
discovered that teacher support reduced the likelihood of students dropping out of
school by nearly half. Although these findings were relevant to generally all students,
those from socially disadvantaged backgrounds benefited the most.

Although academic achievement and school belonging are positively correlated
(Allen et al., 2018; OECD, 2019b), and the likelihood of dropping out of school is
inversely linked to school belonging (McWhirter et al., 2018), further research is
needed to examine whether the results from the studies by Berkowitz et al. (2016)
and Croninger and Lee (2001) extend to school belonging specifically, which is what
the current study aims to investigate. The findings from the studies by Berkowitz
et al. (2016) and Croninger and Lee (2001) suggest that students of a low SES who
receive high levels of teacher support will also report high levels of school belonging
despite the challenges they face. Exposure to bullying is another factor which may
have varying associations with students’ sense of school belonging, depending on
their SES.

5 Socioeconomic Status and the Relationship Between Bullying and
School Belonging

The negative relationship between exposure to bullying and sense of school belong-
ing may also vary depending on students’ SES (Cemalcilar, 2010). Victims of bul-
lying, including victims who are also bullies, generally report feeling less safe at
school and tend to report a weaker sense of school belonging compared to students
who are bullies or not involved in bullying (Berkowitz & Benbenishty, 2012; Glew
et al., 2005). This research is congruent with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs,
as when one’s safety needs are compromised their sense of belonging is likely to be
weaker than those who can fulfil their safety needs. However, these studies did not
examine potential differences related to SES, and there is research, although limited,
that indicates the influence of bullying on school belonging may vary depending on
students’ SES.

Cemalcilar (2010) investigated whether the relationship between students’ per-
ceived violence in the school and their sense of school belonging differed based on
the schools’ SES. The findings uncovered that perceived violence in the school had
a negative relationship with sense of school belonging only for high SES schools,
indicating that violence in schools was not a factor that significantly influenced stu-
dents’ sense of school belonging in low SES schools. Cemalcilar (2010) did not pre-
dict this finding but suggested it may be due to students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds being more accustomed to unsafe environments, and thus their sense of
safety and school belonging is less affected by violence in the school. However, for
students from high socioeconomic backgrounds, it is thought that because they are
not adjusted to unsafe environments, the presence of any violent acts may affect their
sense of safety and school belonging more strongly (Cemalcilar, 2010). Cemalcilar
(2010) investigated students’ general perceptions of violence in schools, rather than
their direct experience of bullying. The current study is needed to determine whether
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the negative relationship between exposure to bullying and school belonging is also
only significant for students of a high SES, or rather whether direct exposure to bully-
ing imposes a bigger threat to the safety of students of a low SES compared to general
perceptions of violence.

Overall, due to the threat bullying imposes on one’s sense of safety, it is possible
that students who are frequently bullied will report a weaker sense of school belong-
ing equally across low and high SES. However, it is also suggested that exposure to
bullying may affect students’ sense of school belonging more strongly for students of
a high SES, due to students of a low SES being more accustomed to unsafe environ-
ments (Cemalcilar, 2010).

6 The Current Study

Research regarding how the relationship between teacher support and school belong-
ing may differ according to students’ SES is mixed, with some literature indicating
that students of a low SES do not experience the benefits of teacher support (Cemal-
cilar, 2010; Yue, 2017) and other research suggesting that teacher support can miti-
gate the challenges students of a low SES face (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Croninger &
Lee, 2001). There is also no current research that specifically explores whether the
association between perceived teacher support and sense of school belonging dif-
fers based on students’ SES. Furthermore, the literature concerning how SES may
impact the relationship between exposure to bullying and sense of school belonging
is extremely limited, with one key study providing a foundation for further research
(Cemalcilar, 2010). Therefore, the current study intends to fill a gap in the literature
as well as extend on past research (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Cemalcilar, 2010; Cron-
inger & Lee, 2001; Yue, 2017). This research aims to investigate whether SES is a
moderating variable, meaning it affects the strength of associations, for the relation-
ship between sense of school belonging and perceived teacher support and sense of
school belonging and exposure to bullying. The current study has important implica-
tions regarding where and when teacher support and bullying interventions should be
promoted or, rather, if other factors, such as safety, should be targeted first.

Due to the mixed and limited literature, two research questions are proposed:

RQ1. Does students’ socioeconomic status moderate the relationship between per-
ceived teacher support and students’ sense of school belonging?

RQ2. Does students’ socioeconomic status moderate the relationship between
exposure to bullying and students’ sense of school belonging?

7 Method
7.1 Participants
This study uses data from the 2018 Program for International Student Assessment

(PISA) (OECD, 2019b). A total of 14,273 Australian students across the 740 educa-
tional institutions participated in this iteration of the program. PISA targets 15-year-
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8 K.-A. Allen et al.

old students attending schools in grade 7 or higher across school sectors (OECD,
2019a ,2019b).

Students were given two hours to complete a cognitive assessment and completed
a student questionnaire about certain aspects of their home, family, and school back-
ground, as well as their learning experiences and attitudes towards school, which
took around 30 minutes to complete. Data was gathered between late July and early
September 2018 (OECD, 2017b; Thompson et al., 2019).

The OECD uses a two-stage stratified sample design (OECD, 2019a). First, a
stratified sample of school is selected based on size, state, sector (Catholic, govern-
ment, or independent) and level (vocational—TAFE, in Australia—or secondary edu-
cation). Then, students are selected within these schools. If the school has less than
42 students, all students are included, otherwise, a sample of 42 students within the
school is randomly selected. This complex sample design implies that not all PISA
participants have the same probability of being selected to participate in the study.
To adjust for this, the OECD recommends using sampling weights that they calculate
to make the sample representative of 15-year-old students attending schools in grade
7 or higher (OECD, 2019b). As this study focuses on Australian students, sample
weights have been normalised for the observations in the dataset (OECD, 2009).

7.2 Measures

Measures for this study were drawn from the PISA 2018 computer-based Student
Questionnaire (OECD, 2017¢). The OECD creates a series of indices combining rel-
evant items in a series of scaled indices using item-response-theory scaling method-
ology (OECD, 2019a). The resulting indices have a world-wide mean of zero and
a standard deviation of 1. The indices were re-standardised to have a mean of zero
and a standard deviation of 1 for the subsample of Australian participants so that the
resulting estimates can be interpreted as effect sizes. The following describes the
items that the OECD used in the construction of each index.

Index of Sense of Belonging Sense of school belonging was measured using a set of
six items.Participants were asked to answer the extent to which they agreed with six
statements, e.g., “I feel like an outsider (or left out of things) at school”. Participants
responded using a four-point Likert-type item ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to
4 (strongly disagree). Some items were reversed scored, which allowed for higher
scores to indicate higher levels of sense of school belonging. The internal consistency
of the six items measuring sense of school belonging was satisfactory with a Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0.84.

Index of Teacher Support Perceived teacher support was assessed using a set of four
items. Participants were asked to indicate how often certain things happened in their
English lessons, e.g., “The teacher shows an interest in every student’s learning”.
Participants responded using a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (every lesson)
to 4 (never or hardly ever). Responses had to be reverse coded so that higher scores
indicate higher levels of perceived teacher support. The internal consistency of the
four items measuring perceived teacher support was 0.91.
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Index of Exposure to Bullying Exposure to bullying was depicted using a set of six
items. Participants were asked how often during the past 12 months they had had
certain experiences in school or social media, e.g., “Other students made fun of me”.
Participants responded via a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never or almost
never) to 4 (once a week or more), with higher scores indicating higher exposure to
bullying. The internal consistency of the six items measuring exposure to bullying
was 0.80.

Socioeconomic Status: SES was measured using the index of economic, social and
cultural status (ESCS). ESCS is based on the indicators of parental education, high-
est parental occupation, and home possessions including total number of books in the
home. The internal consistency of the ESCS scale was 0.60 (OECD, 2017b). This
indicator was then split into three groups: low SES, for the first quartile of ESCS;
middle SES, for the second and third quartiles of ESCS; and high SES, for the fourth
quartile of ESCS.

Additional Control Variables In addition to the main variables described above, addi-
tional variables were included in the analysis as they may influence the relationship
between the students’ sense of school belonging, socioeconomic status, teacher sup-
port and exposure to bullying. These control variables included the student’s gender,
age and international grade, and the schools’ ownership (private government-depen-
dent, private independent and public), student-teacher ratio and the proportion of
fully certified teachers.

7.3 Statistical Analyses

Linear regression analyses were conducted to investigate whether SES moderated
the relationship between perceived teacher support and sense of school belonging
and exposure to bullying and sense of school belonging. Model 1 explores the rela-
tionship between sense of school belonging and perceived teacher support, expo-
sure to bullying and SES, conditional on student characteristics. Model 2 tests if
SES moderates the relationships between sense of school belonging and perceived
teacher support and sense of school belonging and exposure to bullying by adding
two interaction terms between SES and perceived teacher support/exposure to bully-
ing. Model 3 tests if these findings persist after adding school characteristics. Finally,
Model 4 adds school fixed effects to test if, within schools, students with low SES
are more or less affected by teacher support and exposure to bullying. All the models
incorporate sampling weights to account for PISA’s complex sample design. These
models are estimating by maximizing the Horvitz-Thompson estimator of the popu-
lation likelihood using the survey package for R version 3.6.2 (Lumley, 2004; R Core
Team, 2019).

Missing values were excluded listwise from the data, as they were found not to
be missing at random, as suggested by Schafer and Graham (2002). After excluding
missing values, the final sample consists of 7,723 students across 528 schools.
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8 Results

8.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 Mean and 95% confidence interval limits for Sense of School Belonging, Perceived Teacher Sup-

port, and Exposure to Bullying by SES

Mean 95% confidence
interval

Belonging
Low —-0.095 —0.146 —0.044
Middle 0.018 -0.017 0.053
High 0.186 0.132 0.240
Teacher support
Low —-0.062 -0.112 -0.012
Middle —-0.011 —0.047 0.024
High 0.114 0.065 0.162
Bullying
Low 0.062 0.010 0.113
Middle -0.014 —0.048 0.021
High —-0.102 —0.150 —-0.054
Table 2 Descriptive statistics for the variables included in the analysis

n Percentage Weighted n Weighted percentage
SES
Low 1931 25 1955.8 25.3
Middle 3861 50 3849.4 49.8
High 1931 25 1917.8 24.8
Gender
Female 3769 48.8 3746.8 48.5
Male 3954 51.2 3976.2 51.5
International grade
8 1 0 0.4 0
9 787 10.2 828.3 10.7
10 6350 82.2 6293 81.5
11 582 7.5 599.5 7.8
12 3 0 1.7 0
School ownership
Private Government-dependent 2044 26.5 1933.9 25
Private Independent 1235 16 1174.8 15.2
Public 4444 57.5 4614.3 59.7

Mean SD Weighted mean ~ Weighted SD
Age (years) 15.787 0.288 15.791 0.288
Student-teacher ratio 13227 2.674 13.207 2.808
Proportion of fully certified teachers  0.941 0.212 0.939 0.221

Abbreviations: n = number of participants; SES = socioeconomic status
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Table 1 presents the means and 95% confidence intervals for sense of school belong-
ing, perceived teacher support, and exposure to bullying by SES.

As can be seen from Table 1, results indicate that the average score for sense of
school belonging and perceived teacher support was higher for students of a high
SES compared to students of a low SES, whereas the average score for exposure to
bullying was higher for students of a low SES compared to students of a high SES.

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables to be included in the
analyses. Belonging, Teacher support and Bullying are not included because they
have a mean of zero and standard deviation of one, as they have been standardised.

8.2 Linear Regression Analyses

Linear regression analyses were performed to identify if SES moderated the relation-
ship between sense of school belonging and perceived teacher support and sense of
school belonging and exposure to bullying. The estimation results are reported in
Table 3.

Table 3 Estimation results for Models 1 to 4
Dependent variable:

Belonging
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Teacher support 0.089™" 0.065™" 0.063™" 0.054™
(0.012) (0.024) (0.024) (0.025)
Bullying -0.357""  —0.345""  —0343""  -0.328"
(0.012) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024)
SES-Middle 0.063"" 0.065" 0.046 0.028
(0.029) (0.029) (0.030) (0.032)
SES-High 0.168™" 0.169™" 0.127™ 0.114™
(0.035) (0.035) (0.037) (0.041)
Teacher support x SES-Middle 0.039 0.039 0.043
(0.029) (0.029) (0.030)
Teacher support x SES-High 0.021 0.020 0.031
(0.037) (0.037) (0.038)
Bullying x SES-Middle -0.010 -0.011 -0.014
(0.029) (0.029) (0.029)
Bullying x SES-Middle —-0.030 —-0.032 —-0.034
(0.036) (0.036) (0.036)
Constant —0.181""  —0.184™"  —0.109™"  —0.241""
(0.026) (0.027) (0.035) (0.089)
Student characteristics Yes Yes Yes Yes
School characteristics No No Yes No
School fixed effects No No No Yes
Observations 7,723
Log Likelihood —11,009.960 —11,008.160 —10,994.200 —10,991.120
Akaike Inf. Crit. 22,037.920  22,042.320  22,022.400  22,024.240

Note: "p<0.1; “p<0.05; *p<0.01. Robust standard errors in parenthesis. SES= socioeconomic status. x
denotes interaction terms
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Sense of School Belonging and Perceived Teacher Support Model 1 shows that
teacher support was found to be statistically significant in predicting sense of school
belonging [B = 0.089, p < 0.001], even after accounting for exposure to bullying,
SES and other student characteristics. However, there is no evidence to support the
hypothesis that SES moderates this relationship [Working Deviance = 1.788, p =
0.409]. Model 3 shows that these results prevail even after accounting for school
characteristics. Finally, Model 4 shows that, within schools, students who perceive
higher levels of teacher support also report higher levels of sense of school belonging
[B =0.054, p = 0.03], after accounting for other student characteristics.

Sense of School Belonging and Exposure to Bullying Exposure to bullying was found
to be statistically significant in predicting sense of school belonging [B = — 0.357,
p < 0.001], even after accounting for perceived teacher support, SES and other stu-
dent characteristics. However, there is no evidence of a moderation effect from SES
[Working Deviance = 0.871, p = 0.647]. Model 3 shows that these results did not
change after considering school characteristics. Model 4 shows that, within schools,
students who have been exposed to bullying tend to report lower levels of sense of
school belonging belonging [B =— 0.328, p < 0.001], even after accounting for other
student characteristics.

9 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether SES would serve as a moderator
for the relationship between sense of school belonging and perceived teacher support
and sense of school belonging and exposure to bullying. Results revealed that SES
did not moderate the relationship between school belonging and teacher support, nor
the relationship between school belonging and exposure to bullying.

9.1 Socioeconomic Status as a Moderator

The finding that the association between school belonging and teacher support was
not moderated by SES contrasts with past research by Cemalcilar (2010) and Yue
(2017). However, the finding that there is a positive relationship between SES and
sense of school belonging, even after accounting for teacher support and exposure to
bullying and other student and school characteristics, supports Maslow’s (1943) hier-
archy of needs, in the sense that when one cannot adequately meet their safety needs,
their love and belongingness needs will not be as highly fulfilled. As previously dis-
cussed, it was suggested that because students of a low SES tend to face more barriers
in meeting their safety needs compared to students of a high SES (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2013; Boroughs et al., 2006; DeRosier & Newcity, 2005; Garcia-Reid,
2007; Kerr 2018; Meyer et al., 2014; Perkins & Taylor, 1996), overall, it appears that
teacher support can increase all students’ sense of school belonging for all students.
Past research has identified teacher support to be one of the strongest predictors for
sense of school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Wang & Holcombe,
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2010), which is consistent with the findings in this study. Previous definitions of
teacher support describe it as including both personal and academic help (Allen et al.,
2018). However, in the present study, the questions that the OECD (2017¢) included
as a measure of perceived teacher support primarily focused on perceived academic
support, which may imply that academic support is also important, beyond personal
support, although past research (Kiefer et al., 2015) indicates that emotional support
from teachers is superior in promoting students’ sense of school belonging compared
to academic support. Kiefer et al. (2015) also noted that academic support was most
effective within the context of emotional support. The exclusion of examining emo-
tional support from teachers in this study may account for the lack of differences
in the strength of the relationship between perceived teacher support and sense of
school belonging for students of a low and high SES.

Another consideration as to why these findings arose may be because perceived
teacher support was only measured in relation to English teachers. The focus of the
2018 PISA cycle was reading literacy; therefore, support from English teachers was
examined in isolation to allow for connections between English teacher support and
reading literacy to be established. The results from the current study should be inter-
preted with caution as they can only be generalised to academic support received
from English teachers.

9.2 Exposure to Bullying and Safety

Limited past research has examined sense of school belonging and exposure to bul-
lying by SES (Cemalcilar, 2010). The one key study that was discussed found that
perceived school violence was not a factor that significantly affected school belong-
ing for low SES schools (Cemalcilar, 2010). In contrast, the current study found that
students’ school belonging was equally negatively affected by exposure to bullying
for students of a low and high SES. Cemalcilar (2010) argued that their results may
be due to students of a low SES being more accustomed to unsafe environments
and therefore their feelings of safety were less influenced compared to students of
a high SES. However, Cemalcilar (2010) explored students’ general perceptions of
violence in the school, whereas the current study measured students’ direct exposure
to bullying.

It is suggested that direct exposure to bullying tends to negatively affect students’
feelings of safety and sense of school belonging more so than general perceptions
of violence in the school (Glew et al., 2008). Past research by Glew et al. (2008)
discovered that victims of bullying were more likely to feel less safe at school and as
though they do not belong compared to bystanders. It is indicated that even though
students of a low SES may be more accustomed to unsafe environments, this only
lessens the chance that they will feel unsafe when they are a bystander to violence
but not when they are a victim themselves, as bystanders do not directly experience
harm (Glew et al., 2008).

Glew et al.’s (2008) findings also allow for the present study’s results to be
explained in the context of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs. Due to bullying
strongly compromising victims’ feelings of safety (Glew et al., 2008), it is logical that
frequently bullied students of a low and high SES were equally negatively affected
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in their sense of school belonging compared to students who were not frequently
bullied. Based on these findings, it is suggested that bullying interventions are imple-
mented equally in low and high SES schools.

Taken together, the present study provides further evidence for the importance of
creating a safe school environment for students (Allen et al., 2016). A school climate
that has low to absent bullying and a strong culture of teacher support is best to sup-
port student belonging (Arslan & Allen, 2021).

9.3 Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Limitations should be considered when interpreting this study’s findings. As pre-
viously discussed, the measure of perceived teacher support primarily focused on
academic support rather than emotional support from teachers and only examined
teacher support in the context of English teachers. To allow for greater generalisabil-
ity and likely result in perceived teacher support explaining more of the variance in
school belonging, it is recommended that future studies examine teacher support in
the context of both emotional and academic support and examine how teacher sup-
port received across all subjects affects students’ school belonging. The results can
also only be generalised to countries that have similar ESCS conditions to Australia.
Therefore, it is suggested that future research be carried out in other countries to
examine how the results may vary across different ESCS conditions.

10 Conclusions

In conclusion, perceived teacher support and exposure to bullying had an effect on
sense of school belonging for students of both a low and high SES. This paper con-
trasts with previous research (Cemalcilar, 2010; Yue, 2017) that indicates teacher sup-
port tends to be more effective in promoting school belonging for students of a high
SES compared to students of a low SES. It also contradicts the limited past research
that suggests violence in schools tends to negatively influence school belonging more
greatly for students of a high SES (Cemalcilar, 2010); however, this was determined
to be because the current study examined exposure to bullying rather than percep-
tions of violence in the school. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs was used as a
theoretical framework for this study and has assisted in explaining the results through
the lens of feelings of safety.

The current study was of an explorative nature, and it is recommended that future
research investigating the relationships between school belonging and these school-
related factors in relation to SES be conducted. Overall, this study fills a gap in the
literature and provides a foundation for future research to build on, with the aim
being to discover how Australian adolescents’ sense of school belonging is uniquely
affected, in order to assist in the development of interventions to improve it.
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