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INTRODUCTION

In this #BeeWell Evidence Brief, we focus on school belonging using data from our 2023 survey,
which generated responses from approximately 40,000 young people in 253 schools across Greater
Manchester (GM), and Hampshire, the Isle of Wight, Portsmouth, and Southampton (HIPS). We
address the following research questions:

1. To what extent is young people’s sense of school belonging attributable to differences
between schools?

a. How does this compare to other key outcomes in the #BeeWell survey?
b. Does the amount of variation attributable to differences between schools vary across
socio-demographic groups (e.g. free school meal eligibility, special educational needs)?

2. Are there inequalities in school belonging across socio-demographic groups (e.g. free school
meal eligibility, special educational needs)?

a. Does the magnitude of any identified inequalities vary across schools?

3. What school-related factors (e.g. relationships with staff, happiness with attainment) are
associated with school belonging?

a. To what extent do these factors explain socio-demographic inequalities in school
belonging identified in RQ2?

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

We found that just over 3% of the variation in school belonging is attributable to differences
between schools. This ‘school effect’ is modest but somewhat more substantial than for other key
outcomes in the #BeeWell survey (e.g. life satisfaction, loneliness). There was also evidence that it
varied across some socio-demographic groups (e.g. larger school effect on school belonging for young
people eligible for free school meals than for their non-eligible peers).

There was evidence of inequalities in school belonging across socio-demographic groups. For
example, older pupils report significantly lower levels of school belonging than younger pupils.
Similarly, young people with special educational needs (SEN) reported significantly lower school
belonging than their peers without SEN. Notably, in this case, we found that the magnitude of
inequalities varied across schools, meaning that the size of the gap between those with and without
SEN depends at least in part on what school they attend.

A range of school-related factors were found to be associated with levels of school belonging. In
order of magnitude, these were: relationships with school staff, happiness with attainment, bullying,
and to a lesser extent, school pressure and peer pressure. These factors partially, or in some cases
fully, explain the socio-demographic inequalities in school belonging that we identified (e.g. after
accounting for school-related factors, ethnic disparities in school belonging are reduced to a level at
which they are no longer statistically significant).

On the basis of these findings, we recommend that the promotion of school belonging should be
prioritised; that inequalities in school belonging should be addressed (particularly for young people
with SEN); and that to do so, the school-related factors that make a difference to school belonging
should be targeted, notably relationships with staff, happiness with attainment, and bullying,



THE IMPORTANCE OF SCHOOL BELONGING

School belonging refers to the extent to which young people feel accepted, respected, included, and
supported by others in school; maintaining a sense of belonging is a basic human need and
therefore fundamental to wellbeing (National Children’s Bureau, 2024). Previous #BeeWell research
has demonstrated that it is the strongest predictor of later wellbeing among a range of school-
related factors in our survey and, indeed, that there is a reciprocal relationship between school
belonging and wellbeing over time (that is, higher levels of school belonging leads to enhanced
wellbeing, and enhanced wellbeing leads to higher levels of school belonging (Khanna et al, 20244,
2024b).

The motivation for this evidence briefing was therefore to understand more about this important
aspect of young people’s lives. Specifically, we wanted to know the extent to which their sense of
school belonging was attributable to differences between schools (RQ1); whether there were
inequalities across socio-demographic groups (RQ2); and what school-related factors were associated
with school belonging (RQ3).

WHAT DID WE DO?

Our 2023 #BeeWell survey generated responses from approximately 40,000 young people in 253
schools across Greater Manchester (GM), and Hampshire, the Isle of Wight, Portsmouth, and
Southampton (HIPS). In the survey, young people are asked to read the statement ‘I feel that I
belong/belonged at my school”, to which they can respond, ‘Not at all’, “A little’, ‘Somewhat’, ‘Quite a
bit’, and ‘A lot. We refer to this as school belonging throughout this report.

To answer our research questions, we used a statistical technique called multilevel regression, which
is used when data are nested (e.g., pupils 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 attend school 1; pupils 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 attend school 2;
and so on). See Endnotes 1 and 2 for more details.

WHAT DID WE FIND?

To what extent is young people’s sense of school belonging attributable to differences
between schools?
1 a. How does this compare to other key outcomes in the #BeeWell survey?
b. Does the amount of variation attributable to differences between schools vary
across socio-demographic groups (e.g. free school meal eligibility, special
educational needs)?

Figure 1 shows that the proportion of variation in school belonging explained by the school level was
3.17%". This proportion is somewhat smaller for other key outcomes in the #BeeWell survey such as
emotional difficulties (2.95%), mental wellbeing (2.67%), loneliness (2.14%), self-esteem (1.51%), life
satisfaction (1.30%), and stress and coping (1.16%). Our results therefore indicate that differences
between schools play a somewhat more prominent role in young people’s sense of school belonging
than they do for these other outcomes.

1 The size of these ‘school effects’ may seem small to the reader. However, they are very much in line with existing
evidence, which indicates that school differences play a small but significant role in health and wellbeing outcomes
(Parker et al, 2023).



Figure 1. The size of the ‘school effect’ for school belonging and other key outcomes in the

#BeeWell survey.
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However, the proportion of variation in school belonging explained by differences between schools is
not the same for all groups of young people. Figure 2 shows that it is higher for cisgender,
heterosexual (cishet) girls (3.53%) than for cishet boys (2.93%), and LGBTQ+ young people (2.58%); for
older (Year 10) students (3.57%) than younger (Year 8) pupils 3.40%); students without SEN (2.98%)
than for those with SEN (2.56%); for those eligible for free school meals (FSM) (3.02%) than for those
not eligible for FSM (2.66%); and, for young people from minoritised ethnic groups (3.24%) than for
White young people (2.81%).

Figure 2. The size of the ‘school effect’ for school belonging among different groups of young

people
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Are there inequalities in school belonging across socio-demographic groups (e.g. free
school meal eligibility, special educational needs)?

a. Does the magnitude of any identified inequalities vary across schools?

Figure 3 depicts the findings of our analysis of inequalities in school belonging among different
groups of young people. In each case, for simplicity, we use the group with the highest school
belonging as the main source of comparison (the reference group). We then report how much lower
school belonging is for each group compared to the reference group. The size of these inequalities is
measured in standard deviations (SD), which indicate the average distance from the mean in school
belonging considering all the observations in the #BeeWell sample.

Compared to cishet boys, cishet girls report significantly lower school belonging (-0.27 SD), as do
LGBTQ+ young people (-0.54 SD). School belonging is also significantly lower among Year 10 pupils
(-0.12 SD) than year 8 pupils; those eligible for FSM (-0.12 SD) compared to those not eligible; young
people with SEN (-0.12 SD) compared to those without SEN; and those from minoritised ethnic
groups (-0.07 SD), compared to White pupils.

Figure 3. Inequalities in school belonging between different groups of young people.
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The only evidence we found that the magnitude of any identified inequalities varied across schools
was for those with and without SEN. In other words, the size of the disparity in school belonging
between those with and without SEN depends at least in part on what school they attend.



What school-related factors (e.g. relationships with staff, happiness with attainment)
3 are associated with school belonging?

a. To what extent do these factors explain socio-demographic inequalities in school
belonging identified in RQ2?

Figure 4 depicts our analysis of the association between school-related factors (happiness with
attainment, relationships with staff, bullying, peer pressure, and school pressure). We found that all
are significantly associated with school belonging.

This association is particularly strong for some factors. For example, an increase of 1 SD in
relationships with school staff is associated with an increase of 0.29 SD in school belonging. The
other associations include happiness with school attainment (0.23 SD), and bullying (-0.22 SD); and,
to a lesser extent, school pressure (-0.08 SD), and peer pressure (-0.01 SD).

We found that size of these effects does not differ across socio-demographic groups. This means that,
for example, happiness with attainment is just as important for school belonging among young
people eligible for FSM as it is for their non-eligible peers.

Figure 4. The association between a range of school-related factors and school belonging.
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When these school-related factors are added to our model, the socio-demographic inequalities
described in the previous section are reduced (specifically, those relating to gender/sexuality, age,
and FSM eligibility), or in some cases disappear entirely (specifically, those relating to ethnicity and
SEN) (see Figure 5). This tells us that these school-related factors help to explain why we see
disparities in school belonging between some groups of young people.

Figure 5. Inequalities in school belonging between different groups of young people, before
and after accounting for school-related factors.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1) Prioritise promotion of school belonging

Our findings demonstrate that differences between schools explain somewhat more of the variation
in school belonging than they do for some other key outcomes in the #BeeWell survey (e.g. self-
esteem). This, alongside our other evidence that it is a key driver of later wellbeing, indicates that
promotion of school belonging should be prioritised. The Mentally Healthy Schools website offers
some suggestions on areas for schools to consider in addressing school belonging.

2) Address inequalities in school belonging, particularly for young people with SEN

We found clear evidence of disparities in school belonging between different socio-demographic
groups (e.g. those eligible and not eligible for FSM), and it is important that these are addressed. In
particular, our analyses indicated that the magnitude of inequality between young people with and
without SEN depends at least in part on what school they attend. This indicates that schools may be
particularly well-placed to ‘narrow the gap’ in school belonging between young people with SEN and
their peers.

Following a literature review carried out with researchers from Goldsmiths and University of
London, the National Children’s Bureau has set out a range of factors influencing school belonging
including specific considerations in nurturing this among under-represented and marginalised
populations in UK schools. Their findings discuss challenges and opportunities for young people in
minoritised ethnic groups, LGBTQ+ pupils, and those with SEND, and can be found here.

3) Target the school-related factors that make a difference to school belonging, particularly
relationships with staff, happiness with attainment, and bullying

We found that three school-related factors were more strongly related to school belonging than
others: relationships with staff, happiness with attainment, and bullying. Prioritising the
development and maintenance of positive relationships between young people and their teachers,
cultivating more inclusive approaches to teaching, learning and assessment, and working to prevent
bullying, each offer promise as a means through which to enhance school belonging. In doing so, our
analysis indicates that the inequalities noted above could be reduced.

In this toolkit, Anna Freud and the Early Intervention Foundation have set out some practical
strategies for building positive relationships between staff and students, and creating inclusive
classroom environments. The Education Endowment Foundation also sets out some design
principles for an inclusive school on its website here. In winter 2024, #BeeWell shone a spotlight on
bullying: you can see a summary of the most recent research evidence about bullying and how to
tackle it on our website here, along with some top tips for schools, and links to a range of resources
and toolkits for schools here .



https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/factors-that-impact-mental-health/school-based-risk-factors/relationships-and-belonging/?searchTerm=relationships%20with%20staff
https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/attachments/School%20Belonging%20-%20A%20Literature%20Review%202024.pdf
https://www.annafreud.org/resources/schools-and-colleges/classroom-wellbeing-toolkit/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/leadership-and-planning/supporting-attendance/build-a-culture-of-community-and-belonging-for-pupils
https://beewellprogramme.org/spotlight-on-anti-bullying-outcomes-and-interventions-research-summary/
https://beewellprogramme.org/anti-bullying-action-top-tips-for-schools/
https://beewellprogramme.org/bullying-and-discrimination/
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ENDNOTES

1.We ran a two-level multilevel regression model (students at level 1, and schools at level 2), using
socio-demographic characteristics and school factors as our explanatory variables and school
belonging as our response variable. Multilevel regression enables us to account for the fact that
students are clustered in schools. We standardised (mean=0, SD=1) school belonging and the five
school factors to be able to directly compare the strengths of these associations. We estimated a
series of multilevel models. First, a null (or ‘empty’) model (Model A) which does not include any
predictor variable, allowed us to estimate the intra-class correlation (ICC), which is the
proportion of variation in our response variable (school belonging) explained at the school level.
Next, in Model B, we included all the socio-demographic variables (e.g. ethnicity) as explanatory
variables. Then, in Model C, we also added all the school factors except for school pressure and
peer pressure, which is only available in the HIPS dataset. Finally, in Model D, we added school
pressure and peer pressure.

2.In our analyses, the statistical tests we run provide something called a ‘p value'. This tells us how
frequently, if we ran our study again many times, we would we get data as extreme (or more
extreme) than the data we have, if there is no actual difference in the population. It is expressed
as a percentage (e.g. 0.08 = 8%). If the p value is small enough (normally less than 5% from a very
large number of hypothetical results - hence p<.05), the finding is considered to be statistically
significant. This means that the result is therefore considered unlikely to be the result of
random noise. That said, very large samples such as that used here lead to increased test
sensitivity. This means that some statistically significant results can emerge where the actual
estimate is not practically meaningful. As a result, our main emphasis in our interpretive
commentary is on the size of the effect observed.
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