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ABSTRACT 

This was a study of 45 sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students who attended a 

newly formed charter school in a large metropolitan city in the Southwest. The purpose 

was to explore students' conceptions of belongingness in two school contexts and to 

analyze how conceptions may (or may not) have changed over time and from one school 

context to another. Interview methods were employed to obtain both closed- and open-

ended student responses. Results suggested that the role of student choice in changing 

schools is significantly related to whether students felt they belong. Further, students 

varied in their belongingness conceptions with some students emphasizing the 

importance of interpersonal relationships and others emphasizing academic achievement 

or opportunity. Results were used to generate a preliminary model of Fresh Starts 

Motivation (FSM) that describes the role of students' conceptions of belongingness as it 

exists and evolves through a major transition. Implications for future research on student 

belongingness are described. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The past 100 years has seen an increasing amount of attention turned towards 

youth and their education (Nichols & Good, 2000). Unfortunately, much of this attention 

has been negative and indeed, youth have been blamed for many of the ills of society. 

What is most commonly said about today's youth is that they are failing to live up to 

adult standards—standards that aren't neatly aligned with the social, emotional, and 

motivational goals of the youth culture (McCaslin & Good, 1996). Indeed, many policy 

recommendations, such as high stakes testing, the end of social promotion, as well as 

multiple societal expectations (youth need to do well in school, perform community 

service and hold dovm a job), are insensitive to a richly diverse youth culture. To suggest 

that all students should work while they are in school, that work hours should be limited 

for all students, or that all students, regardless of prior experiences, should attain an 

arbitrarily set level of academic standards represents a monolithic view of youth. Youths' 

abilities and needs cannot be fitted in a "one size fits all" set of societal expectations 

(Nichols & Good, in press). 

It is popular to believe that youth are "lazy and urraiotivated," and therefore, they 

are conveniently blamed for lowered academic achievement (Farkas & Johnson, 1997). 

However, there are two notable problems with this view. First, the assertion that student 

achievement is declining is a myth (Berliner & Biddle, 1995). Second, attributing these 

"alleged" declines to "unmotivated" youth fail to underscore the wide range of youth's 

competencies (Wanlass, 2000), opportunities (McCaslin & Good, 1996) and quality of 
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education. Therefore, the practice of creating blanket-wide policies—such as raising 

standards and high stakes testing—will ultimately fail because students' experiences vary 

so widely. Motivation is a complex phenomenon of human behavior. 

Student Motivation: A Brief Overview 

Motivation is not a unidimensional construct that is easily defined and measured. 

Motivation, depending on one's theoretical perspective, is a complex aspect of student 

learning involving biological (Hull, 1951), behavioral (Skinner, 1974), cognitive (Ames, 

1984; Covington, 1984, 1992; Covington & Omelich, 1979), social (Bandura, 1997; 

Ryan, 2000), contextual (Brantlinger 1993; Goodenow, 1992), and emotional dimensions 

(Weiner, 1972). In contrast to these views where individual differences is the focus, many 

have argued that motivation cannot be separated from context (Hickey & McCaslin, 

2001). 

Much of the current research on student motivation employs large samples and 

utilizes survey research methods as a way of characterizing students' motivation framed 

by an Expectancy X Value theoretical model. Research in this tradition investigates 

students' expectancies for success, valuation for school, and their perception of the utility 

of school through closed-ended formats (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990). Thus, conclusions 

about motivation are drawn from variable-centered measures that operationalize 

constructs based on researchers' conceptions instead of students'. What is lacking in this 

line of inquiry are more sensitive measures of how students' conceptualize the schooling 

experience. As McCaslin and Good (1996) (and others, e.g., DeGroot, 2002, Weinstein, 
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2002) note, providing open-ended opportunities to which students and teachers 

respond—as in an interview—is an important approach to data collection. 

In this study, I interviewed students and provided students both operant and 

respondent response opportunities (see McClelland, 1980) for sharing information. The 

theoretical framework for this study is based on concepts borrowed from several different 

theories of motivation. Specifically, concepts of drive (Hull, 1951), motives (McClelland, 

1980), cognitive orientations (Atkinson & Raynor, 1974), and context (Hickey & 

McCaslin, 2001) are represented. 

Context 

While individual differences in needs and cognitive style are powerful 

motivational determinants, the importance of investigating context is increasingly being 

recognized (Turner & Meyer, 2000). Data also are begiiming to suggest that 

environmental and social elements of student life are critical components of student 

motivation. For example, the role of peers (Ryan, 2000; Bank, 1997), teachers 

(Weinstein, 2002; Weinstein & McKown, 1998), student perceptions (Goodenow, 1992) 

and school environments (Fraser, 1986; Fraser & Walberg, 1991) are vital predictors of 

student motivation. 

Dewey (1944) argued the power of social relationships as an important aspect of 

the leaming process and Vygotsky (1978) theorized that learning is embedded in the 

social distribution of knowledge. In a behaviorist framework, Albert Bandura was among 

the first influential behavioral theorists who bridged environmental and cognitive models 

of motivation through his work on aggression, vicarious leaming, modeling, and self-
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efficacy (Bandura, 1973, 1978,1989,1997). Still, research methodologies were not 

sophisticated enough to capture learning in context. Importantly, while Bandura's model 

of reciprocal triadic determinism was powerful, many modem cognitivists continue to 

discount the value of one's enviroimient in order to focus on the effect of individual 

rational thinking systems on motivation. 

Toward an Integrated Approach 

A Vygotskian approach to motivation, a more recent focus by some researchers, is 

powerful because it inherently defines motivation in terms of how person and 

envirormient variables are reciprocally inter cormected. For example, some theorists have 

pushed for a more integrated understanding of the role of context as a co-regulator 

(McCaslin & Good, 1996) of learning and engagement (Hickey, 1997; McCaslin & 

Hickey, 2001). This argument suggests that student motivation and the components of the 

envirormient are co-regulators of classroom and school-wide events where students and 

teachers scaffold one another to shape the direction of students' beliefs, engagement, and 

ultimately their learning. In this study, I attempt to define and measure the nature of this 

process by examining the quality of social relationships in one school setting. 

Specifically, my primary goal is to understand more fully students' beliefs around a sense 

of belonging as it exists within one school. 

School belongingness bridges the two constructs of interest (i.e., motivation and 

the role of context) (Newmann, 1992; Goodenow, 1992; 1993a, b). Based on a 

Vygotskian framework, student belongingness defines motivation as the nature of the 

inter and intrapersonal relationships as they exist and evolve vdthin a particular context 
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or situation. For example, in business, a sense of belonging reflects the quality of the 

employee-employer relationship as well as the quality of the working conditions in which 

employees work. In education, students who feel a part of the system are hypothesized to 

be more likely to adhere to the goals of that system. In this study, I document the nature 

of belonging in one school context that serves a population of mostly underachieving, 

minority, middle school students. The goal was to glean from students' conceptions of 

belongingness a way to think about how relationships evolve over time and are 

established in a new school setting. 

While research in the tradition of student belongingness has attempted to define a 

connection between individual characteristics and environmental ones, there are critical 

weakness to the design and implementation of those studies. Many utilize survey designs 

and employ large sample sizes (e.g., Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, & Schaps, 1995; 

Goodenow, 1992). Further, there are few investigations into how the influence of 

individual and contextual variables covary and affect one another over time (as suggested 

by Hickey, 1997). Similarly lacking are critical examinations of student conceptions of 

their experiences. Some investigators have documented that students' perceptions of 

classroom events vary widely (Rohrkemper, 1985), yet few studies have tried to establish 

how students define what it means to belong to a school or classroom setting. For 

example, how do students define what it means to "like" school? Does feeling 

efficacious in one class mean the same thing in another? Does it change over time? How 

important is it that students perceive that their teachers like them to feel they belong? 

Some have argued that students have very disparate goals from their teachers (McCaslin 
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& Good, 1996) and that their goals for schools are different than what others (i.e., adults) 

have defined for them (Dowson & Mclnemey, 2001). 

Study Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore the construct of student belongingness 

through interview and survey methods. A unique aspect of this study is that students will 

be attending a newly formed school. Thus, the setting provides a rare opportunity to 

examine how conceptions of environment are formed and/or shared. While research on 

school context (especially as it relates to "failing schools") is a growing area of inquiry, 

there is little theoretical research (see Eccles & Midgley, 1990 as one exception) that 

looks at how students adapt to a new school environment. Because students in this study 

will be brand new to a (brand new) school setting, it provides an optimal opportunity to 

see how schools and students adapt to one another. 

A second purpose of this study is to measure students' value of belonging in 

school. Goodenow and Grady (1993) have shown that in contrast to suburban, mostly 

white middle class middle schoolers, disadvantaged students report a lowered sense of 

connection to their schools. Thus, in this study, I examine how a population of primarily 

disadvantaged minority students constructs meaning around the concept of "belonging" 

to a school setting. In analyzing students' qualitative representations, I document student 

variation and compare and contrast how students define what it means to belong in a 

school and what are the ways they change over time for individual students and from one 

school context to another. 
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Research Questions 

Five research questions guide this study. First, what is the variation of students' 

motivation to change schools? This school is unique because the entire student body is 

new to this school setting and students varied with respect to how much they wanted to 

make this change. Some students were excited to go to a new school and viewed it as an 

opportunity for a "fresh start." Others were less excited and were attending the school 

because of parents' requests. Thus, this portion of the study will investigate differences in 

the value students place on changing schools as a way to proxy the role of student "buy-

in" to the new school. Specifically, I address the questions, (a) do girls want to come to 

this school more than boys, (b) do sixth-graders want to come to this school more than 

seventh- and eighth-graders, and (c) is there an interaction between gender and grade-

level and students' motivation to change schools? 

Second, what is the nature of students' perceptions of belongingness? I used 

quantitative techniques to examine the characteristics of students based on their sense of 

belonging to the new school. Specifically, I address the following questions, (a) do 

females feel more connected than males, and (b) do younger students feel more 

connected than older students? 

Third, what is the nature of the relationship between students' motivation to 

change school and their belongingness, achievement, and absenteeism? Within this 

question, I explore whether students' motivation to change schools is related to 

belongingness, achievement and/or attendance. 
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Fourth, what is the nature of the relationship between students' perceptions of 

belongingness and achievement and absenteeism? Using correlational procedures, I 

examine whether there is a significant relationship between students' sense of 

belongingness and their achievement and whether or not they tend to be absent from 

school. 

Lastly, I qualitatively explore students' comments about what their previous and 

ciirrent school was like to posit an emerging theory of "fresh starts motivation." I 

examine students' perceptions of belongingness at their past and current schools in order 

to develop a more comprehensive picture of the nature of student belongingness and to 

propose how and why it changes over time and from one school to another. More 

specifically, what kind of motivational profiles emerged from student interviews? To 

address this question, I organized students based on their impressions of belongingness at 

past and current schools. An examination of these profiles revealed some patterns of 

motivational dispositions that are useful to consider in future research. 
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CHAPTER! 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Student motivation is a complex aspect of human behavior that encompasses 

biological, cognitive, contextual, and cultural components. While numerous studies have 

established the importance of individual variables as predictors of motivation, an 

emerging approach is to investigate the nature of the relationships between individual 

differences in cognitive variables and the context in which they exist (Pintrich & Maehr, 

2002). The purpose of this review is to describe the current research on the cognitive and 

social influences of student motivation and to establish the role of the present study by 

discussing research on belongingness as a motivational construct. 

This review starts with an overview of important motivational theories in order to 

establish the theoretical rationale for the present study. This brief review outlines the 

major theories of motivation that have shifted in dominance over time (McCaslin & 

DiMarino-Linnen, 2000). The review outlines major tenets of these theories to illustrate 

important theoretical constructs that have been lost in contemporary approaches to 

motivation. 

The second part of the review explores research on student belonging—^the 

primary construct guiding the present study. Student belonging is a psychological 

process of how students perceive and value their membership to the school setting. The 

process of committing to or rejecting school represents an important area of inquiry. 
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Biological Theories of Action 

A psychoanalytic perspective (founded on Freudian principles) of adolescent 

behavior assumes that actions are primarily a function of instincts, drive, and energy. In 

this theory, behavior is the result of internal mechanisms stimulated by unconscious and 

conflicting desires. Today's dominant cognitive approach to motivation has abandoned 

the role of conflict and unconscious desires. According to Weiner (1984), a prominent 

cognitive theorist, "It surely seems unlikely that much of classroom behavior is governed 

by the sexual and aggressive instincts stressed by Freud, so the psychoanalytic approach 

offers relatively little theoretical help" (p. 15). Weiner may be right in terms of what sex 

and aggression drives have to offer academic settings. However, I believe he is wrong to 

abandon the role of instincts summarily. This study values the role of unconscious drives 

as they shape students' perceptions of the school experience. 

Another conception of biologically based behavior stems from Hull's original 

theory of drive reduction. Hull proposed that the tendency to act (or behavior) was a 

fimction of drive (or need) X habit (or learning history). Hull's theory allowed for the 

power of learning and the influence of environmental factors on biological need states to 

determine behavior and its direction. Additionally, Hull added another crucial dimension 

to this formula in the form of incentives thereby transforming the notion of tendency to 

act into a probabilistic formula involving elements of biology (motive), learning (habit) 

and incentive (values). Again, Weiner argues (1984),. .Hullian theory, which focuses 

on the reduction of biological needs and the survival relevance of behavior, also is far 

removed from classroom concerns" (p. 15). I believe Weiner is wrong and that to ignore 
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the value of individual need states in a school setting is to potentially harm or at the very 

least not enhance an individual's academic and social potential. In this study, Hull's 

concept of drive (similar to McClelland's, 1987 concept of motive) is a valued 

component of behavior and motivation. 

Environmental Control 

In stark contrast to biological perspectives of motivation, other early research on 

motivation stemmed from a behavioral orientation persuasively described by Skinner 

(1974). Basic tenets of this theory postulate that motivational control lies in the 

environment whereby behavior is a function of the appropriate type and timing of 

reinforcers. An assumption of this theoretical framework is that the essential power for 

motivation lies in the environment and therefore, the individual has little accountability 

for his/her own motivation and/or behavior. That is, reasons for action or inaction are 

located in the appropriateness of environmental cues and/or reinforcers in terms of their 

frequency and timing (Skinner, 1974,1986,1987). Therefore, student actions are 

attributed to meaningfril environmental reinforcers. The potency of reward systems is a 

critical piece of this study as student participants are assxmied to come into the study with 

varying backgrounds and learning histories (i.e., performance and habits). Similarly, 

students' anticipatory goal states (defined as incentives by McClelland, 1987) are 

important data points gleaned from students' responses to open-ended interview 

questions. 
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Cognitive Models of Motivation 

Over the past 20 years, the field of motivation has turned to cognitive rational 

models to describe behavior. For example, the 80s saw the dominance of attribution 

theory where motivation was defined in terms of its stability (is it a one time or 

infrequent occurrence or is it stable), globality (is it situation specific or generalized) and 

location (does it have an internal or external locus) (Weiner, 1984,1992). "Motivation" 

was primarily explained by a complex system of individual perceptions and emotional 

attributions of an event. Others extended attributional research to consider the role of 

effort associated with ability-level ascriptions (Covington, 1992; Covington & Beery, 

1976). 

Atkinson's achievement motivation theory (Atkinson, 1974, 1981a, b), which 

translated Hull's biological variables into their cognitive representations to define an 

Expectancy X Value theory of motivation, has been the dominant motivational theory of 

the last decade (although it is slowly changing as mainstream motivational approaches 

are increasingly acknowledging the role of context, see Pintrich & Maehr, 2002; Volet & 

Jarvela, 2001). In this tradition, student motivation is founded in a rational, goal-driven 

model where students' expectations for successful goal completion as well as goal 

valuation are important determinants of effort and persistence (Ames, 1992; Ames & 

Ames, 1984; Covington, 1992; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Eccles 1983). Unfortunately, many of 

today's motivational researchers have discarded the importance and independent 

contribution of motives and drive states to energize, orient, and propel behavior 

(McClelland, 1980). 
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Individual Variables of Motivation: An Expectancy X Value Approach 

Research in the Expectancy X Value tradition has found that students' 

expectancies for success are important predictors of academic achievement. Similarly, 

researchers have foimd that internalized valuation for tasks predicts future success and 

the tendency to persist in the face of moderately challenging tasks (e.g., Wigfield & 

Eccles, 1992). Thus, research in this approach considers motivation to be an effect of 

individual variation in students' cognitive characteristics. Accordingly, much of the 

research driven by this model has ignored the value of context. 

Currently, there are raging debates about the power of intrinsic and extrinsic 

goal states in affecting behavior (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001). For example, Deci and 

Ryan (1985) have long argued that internalized goal states (or intrinsic motivation) is a 

stronger, more healthy and adaptive goal orientation. Similarly, others have defined 

intrinsic/extrinsic dimensions in terms of a mastery versus performance goal orientation 

and have argued that a mastery orientation is preferred to a performance one (Ames, 

1992). Most recently, however, researchers have qualified these dichotomous distinctions 

by acknowledging the dual role of both orientations (Hidi &Harackiev^cz, 2000). Thus, 

researchers focusing on cognitive models of motivation are now acknowledging its 

complexity and multi-dimensional quality. 

The Role of Context 

While individual cognitive characteristics are important, it is equally important to 

consider the context in which it occurs. A 2000 special issue of the Educational 

Psychologist, edited by Paul Pintrich, focused on the role of social contexts in 
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educational psychology research. In the introduction, Anderman and Anderman (2000) 

noted that researchers are increasingly paying attention to students' social contexts in 

their research designs including students' inter and intrapersonal processes. Although this 

is not the first time researchers have acknowledged the influence of students' social 

environments (see, for example, Dodge, Asher, Parkhurst, 1989; McCaslin & Good, 

1996; and two special issues of the Elementary School Journal, 1999; 2000), this special 

issue on social contexts is a notable comment on the increased importance being placed 

on the social lives of learners in traditional motivational research. 

Turner and Meyer (2000) recently stated the importance of including contextual 

variables in educational psychological research. They argued four main reasons for 

including classroom contextual variables; (a) learning involves psychological reactions to 

instructional contexts; (b) instruction and learning differ by content area; (c) theoretical 

advances have provided "interpretive frameworks for thinking about classroom contexts 

that were missing from earlier, more atheoretical approaches" (p. 70); and (d) it provides 

more externally valid and useful information for teacher practice. An examination of the 

relationship between learning and motivation is not new (Como & Mandinach, 1983), 

however. Motivational researchers' active exploration on the dynamic interplay between 

motivation and context is only just emerging (Volet & Jarvela, 2001). 

Methodological Issues 

Researchers have not come to a consensus on how to define a motivated learner's 

context. In a 2002 edited volume by Pintrich and Maehr, mentioned previously, 

researchers offered various methods for defining and measuring student motivation. For 
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example, De Groot (2002) argued that interviews are an important data source for a richer 

understanding of motivation and learning—information often lost in survey designs. 

Boekaerts (2002) uses an online survey format to gauge students' appraisals of learning 

situations. And, Jarvela, Salonene, and Lepola (2002) argued for a mixed method 

approach that utilizes surveys, interviews, and observations. In combination, these and 

other authors argued for more complex research designs and measurement methods to 

better understand motivation. 

In another authoritative volume, motivational researchers from the international 

community came together to argue a new way of thinking about motivation and the 

relationship of the learner in context. In the introduction, Jarvela (2001) outlined how 

motivational theorists have come to acknowledge the role of context from a previous 

concentration on "cold cognition" of learners. Hickey and McCaslin (2001) used a 

Vygotskian approach to motivation in context and argued that a learner cannot be 

separated from its context and that learning and cues about motivation are co-regulated 

between the learner and the environment. There are a variety of ways to measure student 

motivation in context and currently, there is no consensus on the best theoretical or 

methodological approach. 

The issue of how to define and measure context is especially relevant in a study of 

minority populations. In a review of how the field of educational psychology views 

minority cultures in research, Portes (1996) argued that too often, culture/ethnicity is 

defined as a group-based variable. This view, he notes, is misleading in that it ignores 

variation within and across the cultural identification process. Although he acknowledges 
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that current research methods are limited in describing rich variation, he calls for 

increased attention to interdisciplinary approaches that are more sensitive to cultural 

differences. He notes, 

If cognition is to be studied in its social context, a merging of both traditions seems 
inevitable. However, as long as educational psychology follows a cognitive 
psychology model that situates cognition in the head and fails to consider how it is 
propelled and distributed socially, it may be some time before a cultural-historical 
shift is felt in the core of educational psychology. (Portes, 1996, p. 352) 

School Effects Research 

A long tradition on school effects and teacher effects research provides some 

insight into the power of context on student achievement. Notably, the literature on 

teacher effects is quite strong and there is wide consensus on the power of teachers to 

affect student performance (Brophy & Good, 1986). In contrast, however, the research 

on school effects is mixed as the power of school effects are difficult to define and 

measure (Good & Brophy, 1986; Good, McCaslin, D'Agostino, & Legg-Burross, under 

review). Still, research in the 1980s provided some insight as to the potential power of 

schools for affecting achievement gains. 

In 1974, Dunkin and Biddle introduced a model for describing the effects of 

schools. In the model, there is a consideration for input characteristics (student and 

teacher demographic variables), output variables (student achievement), and process 

variables—^those things that occur within schools. Interestingly, a lot of earlier school 

effects research only looked at input variables as they affected student performance. For 

example, much research considered how resource inputs affected academic performance. 

What was lacking was a more differentiated look at how resources were allocated. 
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A review of the school effects literature can be found elsewhere (Good & Brophy, 

1986, Teddlie & Stringfield, 1993), however, one line of research is especially relevant to 

the present study. In 1979 Brookover, Beady, Flood, Schweitzer, and Wisenbaker 

published survey data showing that schools can be differentiated in terms of social 

climate variables. Although this work is limited in that it was only survey work, the 

variables Brookover et al. (1979) proposed suggest that schools may be able to indirectly 

affect student achievement through the way the social climate is organized. This study 

draws from this work to propose that school social organization variables can affect 

students' conceptions of how they fit in. 

School Size 

Studies of school size on student achievement have shown that in general, smaller 

schools are more successful. Lee and Loeb (2000) found that smaller school sizes have 

positive effects on student outcomes because a lower teacher-student ratio allows for 

more attention on student work. Lee and Loeb (2000) also found that the organizational 

structure of the school impacts student achievement and teachers' attitudes. Similarly, 

Nye, Hedges, and Konstantopoulos (2000) found that smaller class sizes (across all 

economic areas) positively impact students. Indeed, others have argued that smaller class 

sizes, especially in the earlier grades, may facilitate higher quality instructional 

environments for low SES and minority children (Good & Nichols, 2001). 

Lee and Smith (1999) foxmd that the effects of small schools were mediated by 

social support and academic press. In their investigation with 30,000 sixth- and eighth-

graders from Chicago public elementary schools, they foimd that the support students 
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receive from their schools (teachers, administrators, peers) is dependent upon the 

academic press (or communication of high standards) of the school. Smaller numbers of 

students (in schools and classrooms) were hypothesized to be eflfective because they had 

the potential for allowing higher quality relationships among teachers and between 

teachers and students. Teachers who interact more often with fewer students are likely to 

have higher-quality relationships with them and vice versa. Small size per se doesn't 

guarantee higher-quality experiences. Importantly, the quality of the relationships is 

equally, if not more, important. 

Can schools make a difference? If difference is defined solely as achievement, 

then perhaps it is too confounded by other variables. However, if "school effects" are 

defined by the ability to instill a sense of shared purpose, respect for differences, and 

social appropriateness, perhaps "schools" do (or can) make a difference. 

Summary 

Over the decades it has been the case that one component of motivation was 

valued over another (cognitive versus biology, person versus environment, etc.) (see 

McCaslin & DiMarino-Linnen, 2000). Indeed, articles by Skinner (1986) and Atkinson 

(1981a, b) represent examples of how psychologists debated the relative importance of 

one perspective over another. Notably, motivation research has fluctuated over time— 

what was important 50 years ago has been discarded only to reemerge later. Good, Clark, 

and Clark (1996) have defined this phenomenon as faddism (see also Nichols & Good, 

2000). The current popvilar trend to investigate the nature of social motivation (Juvonen 
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& Wentzel, 1996) is not novel as 1950s theorists also considered the role of social context 

in motivation. 

While understanding the context in which a student leams is important, the study 

of classroom contexts in the literature varies widely in terms of variables investigated and 

methods used. Elements of classroom context, such as the nature of teacher-student 

relationships (Weinstein & McKown, 1998) or specific teacher (Babad, 1998; McCaslin 

8c Good, 1998) or student (Brophy & McCaslin, 1992) characteristics, have influential 

and meaningful effects on social and academic outcomes (Brophy & Good, 1986). 

Is Student Belongingness an Important Motivational Variable? 

The nature of student belonging or sense of community or connectedness is not a 

new research topic or theoretical construct. Indeed, Dewey (1944) and Vygotsky (1978) 

long ago argued for the power of social relationships as integral components of learning. 

Both Vygotsky and Dewey believed that the quality of social relationships and relational 

dialogue were inherent in human learning processes. Unfortvmately, the basic tenet of 

relationships in human learning has been lost or minimized in modem motivational 

research. 

Defining a Sense of Belonging 

Different researchers and theorists use different terms to describe the nature of 

students' sense of belonging. Newmann (1992) used the term "school membership" as 

part of a tripartite definition of student engagement (the other two components were 

authenticity of task and need for competence). He argued (Newmann, 1992, p. 19), "if 

students are to invest themselves in the forms of mastery required by schools, they must 
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perceive the general enterprise of schooling as legitimate, deserving of their committed 

effort, and honoring them as respected members." 

Goodenow's version of belongingness is defined as a "sense of school 

membership" (Goodenow, 1993a). She defined students' relative level of student 

belonging in terms of their perceptions of the quality of their relationships with members 

of the school facility. Drawn from Maslow's theory of needs, Goodenow (1993a) 

believes that for students to be successful it is important that they experience positive 

social relationships with teachers and peers—^the other players in the school environment. 

According to her, school "membership is achieved through the reciprocal social relations 

between the student and others in the school" (Goodenow, 1993a, p. 80). She argued that 

student belongingness is an inherent human psychological process that is endemic to the 

success of the schooling process. 

Research by Battistich and colleagues have demonstrated the power of creating 

"school communities" for affecting a sense of community among students that can lead to 

decreased at-risk behavior (e.g., lowered drug use) and a higher sense of self esteem and 

intrinsic motivation. More significantly, and relevant to this study, is that a sense of 

community was found to have greater impact for disadvantaged students than their more 

advantaged peers (Battistich et al., 1995; Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps, 1997). 

Empirical Support of Student Belonging 

Research by Goodenow and her colleagues (Goodenow, 1992, 1993a, b; 

Goodenow & Grady, 1993) documented that students' sense of connectedness to schools 

and teachers is associated with positive academic and social outcomes. Students who feel 



32 

personally valued, invested in, and who feel they have a voice within their school 

contexts, are more likely to place a higher value and have higher levels of expectations 

for success in the classroom. In general, based on a traditional Expectancy X Value 

framework, students who report a sense of feeling included also report a valuation for the 

schooling process and an expectation that they will be successful. 

Goodenow (1992) reported that the effects of psychological connectedness or 

belonging were more powerful contributors to motivation than the influence of peers. 

That is, when students also rated whether their peers valued schooling, the effects of 

student belongingness remained a more important predictor of academic success. She 

puts this finding this way. 

Friends' values (that is, the belief that one's friends think that it is important to do 
well in school) had less to do with expectancy, value, and general school motivation 
than did PSSM [the Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale], the sense that 
teachers and school mates in general were supportive and accepting, that one 
belonged and had a respected place in the school. (Goodenow, 1992, p. 13) 

Thus, while current researchers are documenting the salient effects of peers on students' 

attitudes toward schooling (Ryan, 2000), Goodenow found that students' sense of 

connection to the school community is a stronger predictor of motivation than the 

negative academic values of peers. When students believe they are respected members of 

a social infrastructure, they are seemingly less susceptible to the potentially negative 

influences of peers' attempts to distract them from the goals of the school. 

Goodenow's findings were replicated in a large-scale study conducted by Blum & 

Rinehart (1996) and sponsored by Adolescent Health. Investigators found that students 

who felt more "connected" to their school showed lower at-risk behaviors and attitudes 



33 

than students who didn't report feeling connected. In their study, school connectedness 

was defined by students' level of agreement with statements such as, "teachers treat 

students fairly," "students get along with each other," "teens feel close to people at 

school," and "there are minimal levels of student prejudice in school." Also, 

connectedness was proxied by students' consistent, average daily attendance, and low 

drop out rates (Blum & Rinehart, 1996). 

While correlational data are important, this research, as well as that by Goodenow 

and her colleagues, is limited by the weaknesses of survey methods and the lack of 

experimental control to establish causation among these variables. Survey designs are 

weak because they restrict students' conceptions of variables. For example, students 

likely define concepts such as "fair" and "getting along" very differently based on gender, 

age, prior experience, and/or cognitive ability levels. Thus, when survey methods are 

used, these richer descriptions are lost. To reiterate, correlational research is weak 

because it cannot determine causation among the variables. It could be that when 

students with higher expectations for classroom success are treated better by teachers, it 

is simply because their goals are more aligned with the teachers. 

Variations of Student Perceptions and Outcomes 

In spite of these research limitations, the variation of students' perceptions of 

belongingness has important implications. For example, Goodenow (1992) found that in 

general, females are more cormected to their schools than are males. This finding is likely 

a function of the socialization process wherein females are more frequently cued to and 
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have practice with the relational aspects of schooling, whereas males are much less likely 

to have this experience. 

Griffith (1999) conducted research with over 25,000 3'^''-, 4^-, 5*^-, and 6^-graders 

from 122 elementary schools in a large metropolitan area, suburban school districts. 

Schools varied in demographic and socio economic composition with the average being 

mostly white (48%), followed by African-American (13%), Non-white other (12%), 

Asian (9%), Hispanic (8%) and American Indian (2%). The average school size enrolled 

508 students and the average percentage of students eligible for free or reduced lunch was 

28%. Griffith (1999) obtained student perceptual data on several measures including their 

perceptions of the expressive support of the schools in which they attended. He defined 

expressive support as student perceptions of: the fairness of teachers in their dealings 

with the student; whether teachers expect the student to do well; how well teachers listen 

to the student; how comfortable the student feels about sharing ideas in class; and the 

friendliness of other students. Griffith (1999) foxmd that expressive support was more 

strongly related to academic achievement in schools having proportionally more 

socioeconomically disadvantaged students than in schools serving more advantaged, 

white students. 

It is not clear why disadvantaged students seem to benefit more greatly from a 

supportive enviroimient than their more advantaged peers; however Griffith (1999) offers 

several hypotheses. For example, it could be that a supportive school environment meets 

disadvantaged students' unmet need for intimate warmth and caring. Another possible 

explanation is that the social conditions of a warm supportive climate create a more 
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stress-free environment for disadvantaged students to which they are more likely to 

respond—especially if they tend to live in high risk conditions. 

In her initial study on school membership with a population of urban middle 

school students, Goodenow (1992) also found that in a school where Hispanic students 

made up 73% of the school-wide population, they reported higher levels of school 

belonging than students of any other ethnicity. She argued that this finding could be a 

result of wide-spread Hispanic cultural beliefs in the importance of affiliation and social 

interactions. While this argument is reasonable, it could also be the case that the majority 

ethnic group within a school determines the social norms of it and therefore, it only 

makes sense that the majority Hispanic culture in this school report a stronger belief in 

their social acceptance by other members of the school. In contrast, other minority 

populations within the school would represent a minority culture within the school 

context and therefore, may have internalized the feelings of being slightly less valued 

than the majority culture. 

Interestingly, in their study with primarily Hispanic and African-American junior 

high students, Goodenow and Grady (1993) found that in terms of self-reported 

expectancies for success and valuation for school, minority adolescents' average level of 

motivation was not different from peers who are primarily middle class, white students. 

But, minority students reported lowered levels of social and personal cormection to others 

in school, a lowered belief that others in their school supported them, and less confidence 

that friends valued school success than did suburban, mostly white students. Within 

school variation suggested that ethnic minorities perceive more belongingness when they 
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are the majority culture within a school. In contrast, between school comparisons suggest 

white students overall feel they belong more than minority students. This differentiation 

requires further investigation. 

Peer Effects: Social Motivation 

Within school environments, the composition of peer networks has varying effects 

on student motivation. The importance of adolescent peer groups is widely known 

(Bank, 1997; Brown, 1990) and the role of peer groups in influencing behavior and 

motivation represents an important area of inquiry (Ryan, 2000). 

Adolescents spend a considerable amount of time with their fnends 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984) and therefore, the peer group context becomes a 

dominant and important socializer of attitudes, values, and motivation that cannot be 

ignored (Brown, 1990). Ryan (2000) found that students' peer group context predicted 

changes in students' intrinsic interest placed in school; however, the influences of peers 

were unrelated to changes in beliefs about the importance (or utility) of schooling or 

expectations for academic success. 

Ryan (2000) investigated how students' perceptions of schooling changed across 

one year of middle school. She collected survey data from approximately 320, mostly 

white seventh-grade students in the fall and then again in the spring. She measured 

students' motivation in terms of an Expectancy X Value frame and included items that 

gauged students' expectancies (how well do you expect to do in school this year), and 

intrinsic values for schooling (how much do you like doing schoolwork, how useful is 

what you leam in school). She also used a measurement technique that allowed her to 
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identify friendship groups of varying sizes and intensity (based on how much time 

students spent with one another). Her results indicated that students' peer groups 

influenced a change in students' attitudes toward school. For example, students who 

hung out with other students who valued school were likely to exhibit increases in their 

own personal valuation of schooling. In contrast, students with friends who disliked 

school were likely to exhibit decreases in their valuation for school. The nature of peer-

peer relationships appears to influence adolescent motivation and must be understood 

more fully in the context of how students define belonging. 

Transition Effects: A Focus on Middle School 

The nature of transitions represents an important contextual variable in affecting 

student motivation (Eccles & Midgley, 1990). There is vast literature to suggest that the 

transitions throughout adolescence are riddled with turmoil and distress. For example, 

Hall (1922) initially described adolescence as a period of storm and stress. Erikson 

(1968) identified adolescence as a period of identity crisis, and psychoanalysts such as 

Anna Freud (1958) suggested that adolescence sparks a resurgence of Oedipal and 

Elektra conflicts. In 1964, Bandura argued for less emphasis on adolescence as an 

inevitably "stormy" phase of development and posited a view of adolescent transition as 

gradual change over time (Bandura, 1964). Even recently, psychologists continue to 

argue that for many adolescents this transition is relatively unstressful (Amett, 1999). 

Although there are some adolescents who likely have traumatic experiences during this 

transition, there are many who do not (Nichols & Good, in press; Simmons, 1987). 
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Indeed, it is likely that particular environments impact the transition in markedly 

different ways. For example, there is a large literature base that suggests the transition to 

middle school is especially troubling (Eccles, 1983) and involves the nature of the 

consistency between reactions to the transition as well as the quality of the opportunities 

available. Studies report mixed results of the pattern of self-esteem throughout 

adolescent transitions. Some show no age difference (Coleman, 1974) while others 

indicated worsening age-related self-esteem (Eccles & Midgley, 1990; Katz & Zigler, 

1967). Although it is vital to investigate the nature of outcomes associated with 

adolescent transitions, it is equally important to consider the context in which the 

transition occurs. 

Eccles and her colleagues have described the problems with the transition from 

elementary school to junior high school (or middle school) within a stage-enviroimient fit 

theory. According to this theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1990), 

Motivation and mental health can best be understood if one looks at the fit between 
the characteristics individual bring to their social environments and the characteristics 
of these social environments. Specially, the fit between the needs and motivational 
orientation of the individuals on the one hand, and the demands and characteristics of 
their social envirormients on the other, is assumed to influence motivation and mental 
health, (p. 135) 

According to this theory, students' needs change as they move from elementary to middle 

school (Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & Midgley, 1991). However, what is 

lacking is a clear definition of what different types of students need and at what point in 

the transition they need them. In this study, I explored students' perceptions of 

belongingness across age groups and over time to better understand how minority middle 

school students define and experience belongingness. 
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Midgley, Eccles, and Feldlauffer (1991) investigated how classroom environment 

mediated students' perceptions of support, autonomy, and opportunities for decision

making in mathematics classrooms in elementary and junior high school settings. In 

general, adolescent attitudes were found to significantly change as they progress from the 

elementary school classroom to junior high mathematics classrooms. Specifically, there 

were negative shifts in adolescent attitudes towards mathematics. Midgley, Eccles, and 

Feldlauffer (1991) investigated the nature of this transition to identify what factors 

contributed to the alleged deterioration in attitudes towards mathematics among 

adolescents. They conducted a large-scale survey and observational project to investigate 

the nature of student and teacher perceptions toward and attitudes about these changes. 

They report on results from three different studies. 

In study one, they reported that as students move from the elementary school 

environment to the junior high school environment, there are changing dynamics in 

mathematics classrooms. Students and teachers report that in comparison to elementary 

schools, junior high school, students are given fewer opportunities to make suggestions 

about their learning, social comparisons are made more frequently, there are fewer 

cooperative opportunities, and a decrease in students' level of autonomy to make 

decisions regarding the nature and quantity of their homework and learning tasks. There 

is also a marked change in the nature of the student-teacher relationship from elementary 

to junior high where students reported that their once warm and nurturing relationships 

with their teachers had deteriorated with teachers by junior high school. 
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Study two data suggested that there is significantly less congruency between 

actual decision making opportunities and students' actual preferences for making 

decisions. Indeed, as students progress to junior high school, they expressed an increased 

preference for autonomy and decision making opportunities; however, they were given 

even fewer opportunities to make decisions such as where they sat, how much homework 

they were assigned, and what were the rules of the classroom. These patterns were 

similarly viewed by both students and teachers, and notably, teachers reported that they 

believed students should receive less support as they get older (i.e., teacher behavior is 

consistent with this reported perspective). 

In study three, researchers noted that students' academic motivation is, in part, a 

function of the nature of the transition from elementary school to junior high school. 

Specifically, based on an Expectancy X Value theory of motivation, it was found that 

students' perceptions of teacher support mediated the intrinsic value placed on 

mathematics. For example, students who experienced elementary and jimior high school 

teachers as equally warm and supportive maintained a consistent motivational orientation 

that placed high intrinsic value on mathematics. In contrast, students who perceived a 

decrease in teacher support from elementary to junior high school subsequently devalued 

mathematics. Indeed, the perceived provided by classroom teachers affected students' 

motivation orientation toward mathematics. 

Missing Perspective 

What is lacking from current definitions of belongingness is a concern for the 

student perspective. Students vary v^dely in how they interpret classroom events 
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(Rohrkemper, 1985) and therefore, it would seem vital to understand more clearly how 

students define what it means to be connected and how it may change over time and 

across contexts. For example, it is likely that disadvantaged students in different contexts 

may value a sense of connection differently. That is, in some contexts, belonging is vital 

to motivation (Griffith, 1999) while in others, it is less important. Further, asking students 

directly about their previous schooling experiences and how/if they fit in and then again 

about their experiences in their present school provided a rich set of student explanations 

from which to leam further about belongingness, factors involved, and how it evolves. 

The research on student belongingness is provocative and sensitive to 

person/envirormient relationships. However, it is limited in that the approach to 

understanding students' sense of belonging is narrowly constructed. That is, researchers 

primarily define these constructs based on adult rationales instead of on students' 

descriptions. This study attempts to be more comprehensive in understanding how 

mostly minority, middle school students construct meaning around belongingness and its 

role and value in their motivational attitudes and behaviors. 

Conclusion 

Much of the modem motivational research on student academic success is 

conceptualized in terms of a cognitive rational model of motivation. In this approach, 

action is defined by a student's self report of how much s/he likes school, whether s/he 

values it, whether s/he feels efficacious to succeed, and the utility s/he ascribes to the 

process of leaming. The limitation of this approach is that it assumes that cognitive 

ascriptions of behavior are the same as the behavior itself. McClelland (1980) has 



42 

eloquently argued that verbal reports of behavior and intents are only weakly correlated 

with actual behavior. Goodenow (1993b) found in her construction of the PSSM that it is 

not significantly correlated with behavioral scales. Thus, in order to access a more 

comprehensive view of motivation, it is necessary to measure multiple aspects of 

motivation including, but not limited to, cognitive orientations to the learning process. 

There are many researchers who have argued for the importance of a sense of 

belonging for academic success (Newmann, 1992; Finn, 1989; Goodenow, 1992), and 

there are some who have argued that the need to belong represents one of the most 

essential needs of human behavior and existence (Murray, 1938). However, as Goodenow 

and Grady (1993) have found, minority populations report a lowered sense of belonging 

in schools than their more advantaged counterparts. It could be that some minority 

populations or groups define what it means to belong differently than their majority 

counterparts. This study is conducted with a population of minority middle school 

students who primarily reside in a low-income neighborhood. This investigation 

examines the relative value students hold for belonging in school and provides an 

opportimity for students to define for themselves what it means to belong. 

Based on this review, I hypothesize that an understanding of what it means to 

belong stems from three main factors (a) the characteristics of the student, including 

their cognitive level and motivational and social needs, (b) the characteristics of the 

person with whom they are relating (is it a teacher or peer of the same/opposite sex? Are 

they older? What are their cognitive level and/or social needs?), and (c) the nature of the 

interaction (is it supportive?). 
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In sum, this study describes the processes involved in students' understanding of 

belonging and the nature and quality of their social relationships in different school 

settings and as they evolve over time. 
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CHAPTERS 

METHOD 

The purpose of this section is to describe study procedures. This includes a 

description of the school setting, participants, procedures for obtaining student consent 

and assent, the procedures used in carrying out data collection, and the instrumentation 

(including reliability and validity information). I also review the research questions and 

the statistical approach used to address each. 

Setting 

Community and School Context 

This charter school was initially conceptualized and proposed for development in 

response to high community demand for a quality middle school closer to the 

neighborhood. Prior to the development of this school, seventh- and eighth-grade 

students were bussed to other middle schools as part of a district-wide desegregation 

program. Based on the student registration process, anecdotal evidence suggested that for 

many parents and students, the opportunity to attend a school to which they can walk was 

an important draw because of convenience. Most parents and students who changed 

schools (i.e., left a public middle school to attend this one) did so because this new 

charter school was closer—ideally affording more opportunities for parents to be 

involved with the school activities and allowing students to walk to school. Also, there 

was the hope that the smaller school, by providing smaller classes and the promise of 

high-quality instructors would increase student achievement. 
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Because the original rationale for creating this charter school was to provide a 

geographically accessible educative option for community members, the founding 

principle of the school (as originally defined by school board members, teachers, and the 

principal) was to create a sense of "community" by (a) providing a school that fulfilled 

the needs of its community, and (b) fostering a sense of community for its students. To 

achieve the first goal, program decisions, budget allocations, and academic concerns were 

shared by the school board, administrators, staff, and parents equally via an open door, 

open meeting policy. Thus, all members of the school and neighborhood community 

were offered opportunities to become involved in the decision-making process. Similarly, 

members of the school board saw the school as an important location for after-school 

community gatherings. 

To address the second goal, administration, staff, and teachers created a school-

wide envirormient consistent with principles of commxmity (e.g., Reyes, Scribner & 

Scribner, 1999). An integral theme in all aspects of the schools' conception, creation, and 

maintenance was theoretically bound to principles of "commimity" as originally defined 

by founding principal and teachers. During the summer prior to the school's opening, I 

attended several meetings where teachers, staff, and administrative personnel met to 

discuss school goals. Based on impressions gleaned from these meetings and based on 

formal, structured interviews I conducted with teachers (data reported subsequently), it 

was evident that teachers shared a vision of school community defined by high 

expectations for student achievement, respect for individual differences, and the insight 

that students are social beings. These goals were consistent with the description of high 
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quality schools serving Hispanic populations described by Reyes, Scribner, and Scribner 

(1999). 

Given that the one founding principle of the school's creation was to create a 

sense of "community" I viewed the developing goals of the school in terms of its capacity 

to develop a sense of "belonging" among its students and teachers. I hypothesized that 

belongingness was an important construct because in order for members to perceive their 

school as a community, it is important that they feel a part of it. 

The schedule of classes, based on a blocking rationale (Rofes, 2001), was created 

based on principles that students are more than just academic learners (McCaslin & 

Good, 1996). That is, the daily class schedule provided students ample social time and an 

hour of "down" time after lunch. The wellness instructor's input was especially 

influential for establishing a schedule sensitive to students' physical and social needs. The 

schedule included an "enrichment" period that provided opportunities to learn special life 

skills topics, study halls for one-on-one tutoring help, and weekly school-wide assemblies 

offering opportunities to bring the entire school body together. For students to feel like 

they belong, this seemed especially important because it recognized the diverse needs of 

its students. 

A block schedule was employed because it was believed that it would enhance 

students' learning. It was reasoned that students who were given more time for instruction 

and practice across subject-matter areas would have enhanced learning opportunities. 

Consistent with earlier social policy proposals (e.g., A Nation at Risk, Prisoners of Time), 

teachers and principals believed that more time to learn would increase learning. Even so. 
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a block schedule design is insensitive to individual variation in aptitude and time 

necessary to learn (Carroll, 1963). Not all minority students of poverty need the same 

extended time to leam. 

Parents 

The impetus for creating this school was to facilitate parental involvement; 

however, there was never a clear vision of how that would be accomplished. At the 

beginning of the school year, it appeared as if all participants who were involved in 

getting the school started (board members, teachers, the principal) were "on the same 

page" with how they defined parental involvement. Most believed that the close 

proximity of the school to parents' residences and work places would facilitate greater 

volunteerism and involvement with after-school programs. Importantly, this never did 

take place and very few parents actually volunteered any time to the school. 

As the school year progressed, two diverging expectations of parental 

involvement emerged. Board members viewed the school building itself as an important 

improvement to the community and saw the role of the school as a community-gathering 

place for after school and weekend programs. Thus, board members felt that by having 

the school open during ofF-school hours, they would influence parents to come to school. 

Importantly, the school board did not discuss how this increase in parent involvement 

would affect students. 

In contrast, teachers and the principal viewed parental involvement in terms of 

how parents not only help their own child, but also their willingness to contribute time 

and effort to the school as a whole. In fact, during open houses, there were always 
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opportunities for parents to sign up to volunteer to help with field trips or after-school 

projects. Typically parents did not sign up and even when they did, few actually followed 

through. 

School Personnel 

The school included seven teachers and one principal as the core personnel. The 

principal handpicked all teachers. Two were chosen based on familiarity with the 

principal and the other five were chosen based on their responses to an ad seeking 

teachers for a charter school. Teachers varied widely in terms of their teaching 

experience. One teacher was a first-time middle-school teacher, four had 3-5 years 

experience and two teachers had over 20 years experience with middle-school students. 

There were five white female teachers, one white male teacher, and one Hispanic female 

teacher.' All teachers were new to students enrolled in this school except for the Hispanic 

female teacher who had taught some of the students at a local elementary school. 

The school had two principals over the coiirse of its initial year. The first 

principal, who hired the teachers, participated heavily in curriculum and building design 

decisions. However, his principalship lasted only until October at which time conflicts 

between him and board members forced his resignation. This conflict concerned how 

each saw the role of teachers. The principal viewed the teachers as partners in the 

education process, whereas board members viewed teachers as 

^ The Hispanic teacher got sick in October had to leave the school. Unfortunately she wasn't able to come 
back and students therefore had a permanent substitute. 
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employees hired to implement their vision of education (which often times contrasted 

greatly with how teachers viewed "education"). 

The originating principal was subsequently replaced with a female administrator 

who had no formal teaching or administrative experience. Importantly, the first principal 

had an extremely close working relationship with all teachers and there appeared to be a 

sense of conmion purpose among all personnel. Unfortunately, the collegial relationship 

between the second principal and all teachers grew increasingly contentious and volatile 

over the remainder of the year, in part because they viewed the purposes of schooling 

very differently. This resulted in slowly deteriorating relationships between teachers and 

the principal and ultimately led to five out of six teachers resigning at the end of the year. 

Importantly, however, teachers as a group maintained a strong sense of solidarity in spite 

of deteriorating relationships with the principal. 

Students 

Students consisted of sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students who attended 

this school based on a first come, first-served basis. The school only had slots for 150 

students. Students were informed about the new school in a variety of ways. Some 

students were directly told about the school in their classrooms during the previous year. 

Others were informed about it fi'om other commxinity members—specifically one board 

member who was extremely active in soliciting students in the siirrounding 

neighborhood. Some students signed up to come to this school on their own initiative, 

while others came to this school because it was their parents' decision. Most students, 

however, came to this school based on a joint decision between them and their parents. 
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All sixth-grade students came from local elementary schools. Therefore, instead 

of going by bus to another, much larger middle school, they stayed in the neighborhood 

to attend this smaller, more local middle school. In contrast, almost all seventh- and 

eighth-grade students attended other middle schools in the larger surrounding area (two 

students went to school in Mexico the previous year and one hadn't been in school for the 

past few years). Most of these middle schools were far away (requiring a 30-45 minute 

bus ride). In coming to this school, students were leaving much larger middle schools in 

order to attend a smaller school to which they could walk. 

Approximately 98% of the entire student body was Hispanic (there were 4 white 

students, 3 African American students, and 2 Native American students). All students 

were eligible for free or reduced lunch. 

Participants 

Parents were asked for permission to collect two types of data with their child 

including (a) a face-to-face interview and (b) access to their academic records. Parents 

were given the option to permit (a) both the interview and a review of the school record, 

(b) an interview only, or (c) neither. I received 56 permissions (representing a 37% 

response rate) of which 48 agreed for their child to be interviewed and of these 48, 37 

agreed to let me view their child's academic records. Prior to study implementation, 

three students left the school, which reduced the sample to 45 interviews, 36 of which 

permitted me to see academic records. Demographic characteristics of study participants 

are included in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants 

Permission to See Records? 

Yes No 

Grrade 

Sixth-Grade 21 (58) 7 (78) 

Seventh-Grade 10 (28) 0 (0.0) 

Eighth-Grade 5 (14) 2 (22) 

Gender 

Female 19 (53) 3 (33) 

Male 17 (47) 6 (67) 

Ethnicity 

African-American 1 (3) 0 (0) 

American-Indian 1 (3) 0 (0) 

White 2 (6) 1 (13) 

Hispanic 16 (46) 7 (75) 

Other-Mexican 15 (43) 1 (13) 

TOTALS 36 9 

Note: All numbers are frequencies (percentages in parentheses). Percentages may not add up to 100 due to 
rounding. 

A comparison of the interview sample demographic composition with the whole 

school is presented in Table 2. There was an over-sampling of sixth-graders (both boys 

and girls), an adequate sampling of seventh-graders, and an under-representation of 
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eighth-graders. In total, I interviewed 39% of the sixth-grade class, 26% of the entire 

seventh-grade class, and 18% of the eighth-grade class. 

Table 2 

Comparison of Sample Characteristics With Whole School 

Sample Whole SchooP 

Females 49% 50 

Males 51 50 

Hispanic-American^ 51 52 

Mexican-American 37 42 

African-American 2 2 

Native-American 2 1 

White 7 3 

Sixth-Graders 62 49 

Seventh-graders 22 25 

Eighth-Graders 16 26 

Note: All numbers are percentages. Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding. 
'Percentages for the whole school are close approximations. 
^Students were given a choice of defining themselves as Hispanic American or other. Many students 
described themselves as Mexican American. 

Due to the uneven sample sizes, seventh- and eighth-graders were combined to form one 

"middle school" group (see Table 3). In subsequent analyses, grade level comparisons 

vdll be made based on this two-group comparison. The sample included a balanced 

representation of the entire school in terms of gender and ethnic composition. Most of the 

sample (94%) were students of Hispanic or Mexican descent. This school served students 

who primarily resided in low-income homes. All participants were eligible for free or 

reduced lunch. 
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Table 3 

Collapsing Grade-Level for New Classification 

Original New 

Sixth-Graders 62% Elementary 62 

Seventh-Graders 

Eight-Graders 

22 

16 

Middle School 38 

Researcher's Role 

As a participant-observer, I took on various roles within the school. I was a 

teacher for a period of three weeks during which I taught two, one-hour enrichment 

periods. I had the same students throughout the entire time and came to know them 

relatively well. I also assumed the role of curriculum developer and aided a beginning 

teacher with the conceptualization of an enrichment curriculum to be implemented 

throughout the entire school year. In this role, I was heavily involved in scheduling 

visiting teachers, brainstorming special courses for students, and filling in when teacher 

aides or teachers were absent. As a teacher's aide I often helped teachers by keeping an 

eye on students during exams, passing out papers, or going around the room to help 

students v^th their work. As a volunteer, I helped the school serve lunch from time to 

time, decorate the all purpose room for the school's first dance and then chaperoned it. 

There were numerous opportunities for me to observe how the school fimctioned. 

Importantly, I believe that many times students saw me as a "rule enforcer." At the 

begirming of the year, and being unfamiliar with teaching, I was often in situations where 
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my role called for behavior management responsibilities (e.g., asking students to quiet 

down, sit down). I was often frustrated with pervasive student misbehavior, which I am 

fairly confident students noticed. Thus, it is unclear how each student in the sample 

viewed me—some saw me more in the role of a teacher's aide who enforced classroom 

rules, whereas others' only contact with me was more social and in terms of support. 

Procedures 

Obtaining Active Parent Consent 

I obtained site authorization from the school principal in July, 2001 (Appendix A). 

I obtained initial human subjects consent from the University of Arizona in September, 

2001 (Appendix B) and subsequent approvals for consent forms translated into Spanish 

(Appendix C) and updated instrumentation (Appendix D). 

In October 2001, parent consent forms were mailed to all students and their 

parents who attended the start up charter middle school (N=153). I was unable to 

ascertain each parent's primary language; therefore, every parent received a copy of the 

consent form and letter in both English and Spanish (see Appendix E and F). Based on 

the initial mailing, only 10 students returned their permission slips. Following the poor 

response rate, I became proactive in obtaining parent consent by visiting the school 

almost every day during the advisory base period (the first 25 minutes of the school day) 

for a period of 2 months. During this time, I visited each of six advisory base classrooms 

on consecutive days for at least a week. 

The purpose of this effort was threefold. First, by going to the same class on 

consecutive days, I could serve as a visual reminder to students to get their permission 
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slips signed and returned. For many students, returning signed permission slips was more 

a factor of initiative rather than lack of parent consent. This persistence paid off for those 

students who repeatedly forgot to obtain parent signatures. A second purpose was to 

remind students of the purpose of the interview and answer questions such as, "Will I 

miss class? What kinds of questions are you going to ask? Are you going to ask me about 

what happens before and after school? How much time will it take?" Students were often 

puzzled by the project, or were hesitant for various reasons. Therefore, my consistent 

presence allowed me to not only answer questions of curiosity, but also to become 

familiar to students, thus helping to reduce discomforts associated with talking to 

someone who is unfamiliar.^ A final purpose was to provide extra permission slips to 

those who had lost or forgotten theirs. Overall, these tactics increased student 

participation. 

During my efforts to increase student participation, I also discovered that several 

students wanted to participate but for an unknown reason at the time, their parents 

wouldn't let them. Because of their proactive interest in participation, I obtained this list 

of students and approached a school board member who was also a parent and was 

closely coimected to the community the school served for help. Upon reviewing the 

consent form, he noted that the consent form, when translated into Spanish, changed the 

word "researcher" to the word "investigator"—a change mandated by the University of 

Arizona Human Subjects Board. He noted that many parents were "scared off by this, 

thinking that my purpose in talking to the kids was to "investigate" them. Therefore, I 

2 However, this introduced another problem of research bias, which is more fiilly discussed in Chapter 5. 
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asked the help of this school board member to talk to the list of students' parents (all of 

whom he knew personally) to ensure them of the purposes of my project. His efforts led 

to more students receiving permission to participate. 

Interview Process 

Students with permission participated in one 30-35 minute interview. All 

interviews were conducted during the school day on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays 

during the wellness class (a class that is similar to traditional physical education) during 

the spring of 2002. For each interview, I entered the wellness class at the begirming of 

the period and asked for students one at a time who had received parental consent to 

participate (and who were present that day). All students were in favor of leaving 

wellness to do the interview except for 2. One student asked to go on another day, the 

other was extremely hesitant because he would be missing the activities during wellness. 

Overall, most of the students were willing to be interviewed and seemingly participated 

in an open and honest way. 

Most of the interviews were conducted in an empty classroom. A few interviews 

were conducted in various parts of the school including storage closets, offices, and the 

computer room. The interview required table space to lie out materials and in those 

instances when interviews took place in closets; it was extremely awkward to lay out all 

materials. In a few cases, staff, teachers, or students requiring access to the space where 

the interview was being conducted interrupted interviews. In these few cases, however, 

interruptions were minimal and there was no significant disruption to the flow of the 

conversation. Overall, interviews proceeded in a relatively smooth fashion. 
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For each interview, it was necessary to walk from wellness class to the location 

where the interview took place. During this transition, I engaged students in informal 

conversation about how their day was going. I also used this "friendly" time as an 

opportunity to ask students if they knew anything about what we were going to talk 

about. In most cases, students stated they were relatively unaware of the nature of the 

interview. I explained that the purpose of the interview was to leam more about how to 

make schools better based on their thoughts about how things were going in a new 

school. 

After arriving at the place where the interview would take place, I then reviewed 

the human subjects approved student assent form (Appendix G) with each student, 

reading through it out loud and line by line. I emphasized each point for clarity, 

explaining that the interview was purely voluntary and that they could stop at any time^ 

and informing them that everything discussed was strictly confidential and anonymous. I 

also pointed out that I wanted to record the conversation to help me remember what they 

had to say. I emphasized that no one other than me would hear the tape and their name 

would be erased from it. All students signed the consent form and agreed to participate. 

After reviewing the assent form and just prior to the beginning of the interview, I 

offered students the option to play with Silly Putty as we talked. I reasoned that students 

might have some initial hesitancy answering questions in a one-on-one situation and 

^ One student opted to stop when he began to feel uncomfortable. This student participated in the entire 
interview up to the final descriptive questions when he decided he wanted to be done. It is unclear why this 
student chose to stop; however, as the interviewer, I felt that throughout the interview, he grew increasingly 
uncomfortable with so many questions about "belonging." 
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therefore, I thought that using a fun manipulative—Silly Putty—v^ould be a good way to 

help students feel comfortable. I offered the Silly Putty in the following way: 

Sometimes when people are talking, they like to do something with their hands. 
Sometimes, people don't. I will leave this here for you to play with, if you choose, 
while we're talking. If you do not wish to play with it, go ahead and put it back in its 
egg. 

Most students kept the Silly Putty in their hands throughout the interview. This seemingly 

was an effective way to reduce awkwardness and discomfort among students throughout 

the interview process. 

Translation 

Two students who were interviewed did not speak English and therefore, they 

required a translator. I asked one of the teacher's aides, who spoke fluent Spanish, to 

help translate for these two students. The translator, because of his role at the school, was 

familiar with both students and helped to provide a casual atmosphere. Although I asked 

these students the exact same set of questions I asked other students, I shortened some 

questions for ease of translation. Notably, these two students provided very brief 

responses. It wasn't clear if they kept it brief because they had little to say, or whether 

they did so to accommodate the time needed to translate their comments. 

Conducting the Interview 

Each 30-minute interview was differentiated into three major sections (See 

Appendix H for interview schedule). A description of the procedures used to introduce 

and explain each section follows. 
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Parti 

The first part of the interview involved students' responses to a series of pictures. 

Data will be presented elsewhere. 

Part II 

The second part of the interview included an 18-item survey based on 

Goodenow's (1993a) Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale (description of * 

scale subsequently). Because many students had difficulties with the English language, it 

was extremely useful to gather survey data in an interview setting. Further, and again due 

to anticipated problems with language, I used a visual representation of a four-point scale 

in lieu of verbal choices common to survey designs. Specifically, instead of students 

rating their level of agreement on a four-point scale (where l=strongly disagree, 

2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree), I transposed the scale into a bar graph (see 

Appendix I). Importantly, bars were created to represent four equal interval differences in 

height spanning from low to high. In all cases, the biggest'tallest bar represented the 

highest degree of agreement whereas the smallest/shortest bar was the lowest. 

Each student received the same set of instructions for how to use the scale. 

I am going to read a series of statements about what learning and this school is like 
for you. For each statement, point to the bar that best represents how much you agree 
with the statement. For example, if I say something that you really agree with or that 
you feel is most like you, then point to the biggest bar (interviewer gestures to biggest 
bar). However, if you disagree with the statement, or believe the statement is not like 
you, then point to the smallest bar (interviewer gestures to smallest bar). And these 
(point to middle two bars) are somewhere in between. This one (next to the smallest) 
is "I sort of disagree," and this one (point to one next to the biggest means "I sort of 
agree." Let's practice. What is your favorite flavor of ice cream? [Interviewee 
responds with flavor of ice cream] If one statement said, "I like [name favorite] ice 
cream," which bar would you point to? Why? What about a flavor you don't like? 



60 

Now let's try it with things about learning and this school. For each of these 
statements, point to the bar that fits best with how you feel. Remember there are no 
right or wrong answers. It's just what you think. 

In a majority of cases, students understood how to use the bar as a way to reflect 

their level of agreement, although some students asked questions about how to use the 

bar graph when statements were negatively worded. Employing this procedure allowed 

me to clear up these confusions. 

Part III 

For the last part of the interview, I employed a semi-structured format using 

questions that probed for students' past and current schooling experiences in terms of 

three dimensions of belonging, fairness, and motivation to change schools. Students were 

led through a series of questions that began with probes about their last school and ended 

with ones relevant to their current school. Almost all students were able to answer all 

questions. One student, however, hadn't attended school the previous year, so we 

discussed the school she went to last. Two other students had attended two different 

schools the previous years. These students were asked about experiences in both contexts. 

The purpose of this section was to provide students with an opportunity to 

elaborate on their responses to the earlier scale by describing what "belonging" meant to 

them and what it was like in two different contexts and across time. According to 

McClelland (1980), "operant" responses are "responses that the subject generates 

spontaneously. Not the stimulus or the response or the instructional set is strictly 

controlled by the experimenter." Thus, these questions provided students' opportunities 
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to draw on their own thoughts and experiences rather than responding to questions with 

multiple-choice answer opportunities. 

Ending the Interview 

At the end of the interview, I thanked students for their participation and offered 

them a University of Arizona pencil. I did not inform students prior to the interview that 

they would be receiving something at the end of the interview, although one student was 

aware that I was going to offer it to him and declined. My goal was to possibly increase 

interest from other students to participate by seeing that participants received pencils; 

however, there is no indication that any students participated simply to get a pencil. 

Similarly, there was no indication that students coming into the interview were aware of 

the pencil as a "reward" or that this anticipation enhanced their willingness to respond 

openly and honestly. 

Summary 

Overall, interviews went very well. Originally, it was anticipated that that 

students' willingness to open up would differ based on gender and age (i.e., older males 

would be more hesitant than younger males, females more open than males). 

Measures 

Motivation to Change 

Prior to investigating the effects of the school on student belonging, it was 

important to identify the range of students' willingness to come to this school in the first 

place. Students were asked to reflect on their decision to come to a new school and to 

indicate how much they wanted to change schools based on a scale of 1-4 (where 
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l=lowest desire to change and 4=highest desire). Students again were asked to use the bar 

graph to respond (Appendix I) as described previously. Students' responses to the 

question, "how much did you want to come to this school?" were used to represent their 

level of motivation to change (MTC). 

Belonging 

In developing the Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale, 

Goodenow (1993a) began with a pool of items representing three constructs of (1) 

perceived liking, personal acceptance and inclusion, (2) respect and encouragement for 

participation, and (3) general school belongingness. These three constructs were defined 

based on her review of the literature on school belongingness dimensions. Her scale 

validation and reliability procedures (conducted with sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-graders) 

reduced the larger pool of 42 items to form an intermediate pool of 28 items which were 

subsequently reduced to a final 18-item scale based on factor analytic procedures (see 

Appendix J). 

I slightly altered her original PSSM scale for use in my study. I kept 12 of 

Goodenow's original 18 items and added 6 items of my own to measure constructs of 

achievement motivation as well as belongingness (PSSM2). The purpose for these 

changes was two-fold. First, I wanted to include items of my own that measured student 

valuation for schooling and anxiety associated with attending the new school. Further, I 

needed to add some items to tailor the scale to my specific context. Thus, I did not want 

to just add items to the original 18-item scale because it would have made for a measure 
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that would take too long to administer. Therefore, it was necessary to make decisions 

about what items to delete and what items to add. 

Five items were discarded in part because they were not relevant to the students at 

this particular school, and in part they were arbitrary decisions. These included, "I am 

included in lots of activities at this school," "people here know I can do good work," 

"most teachers here are interested in me," "I am treated with as much respect as other 

students," and "other students in this school take my opinions seriously" were deleted 

because they were not relevant to students who were attending a brand new school for the 

first time. Further, the open interview included questions about respect and fitting in and 

therefore, to some extent these items were redundant. 

The item, "I feel very different from most other students here," was deleted 

because I wanted to reduce the number of negatively worded items. I anticipated students 

at this school having difficulties with negatively worded items because of their lowered 

verbal abilities. Most students' primary language at this school was Spanish and 

therefore, negatively worded items would pose a difficult comprehension problem for 

them. 

After deleting these six items, I added the following six items. I added, "there is 

at least one aide I can talk to if I have a problem" and ''aides here respect me." During 

interviews with students, I assessed that teachers and aides seemed to represent two 

distinct adult cultures and therefore, I thought it was necessary to ask students to 

comment on them separately. I also added two items to gauge student valuing of 

schooling and learning including "I like leaming," and "I think school is important." The 
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fifth new item included a general anxiety measure "I feel nervous to come to school 

here." Lastly, I added a fairness item, "the rules at this school are fair." 

Validity and Reliability 

The resultant 18-item PSSM2 scale (see Appendix H) yielded high reliability 

(.820, N=45), which was consistent with reliabilities obtained by Goodenow (1993a). 

Goodenow (1993a) reported high reliability (Cronbach's alpha of .875) for a suburban 

sample of 6'*'-, 7^-, and 8^ grade students and high reliability (Cronbach's alpha of .803) 

for an English-speaking urban sample of the same grade students. A reliability estimate of 

.771 was calculated for the Spanish version of the scale with an urban sample of middle 

school students (Goodenow, 1993a). Importantly, her scale had higher variability 

because she utilized a five-point Likert scale format, whereas I used a four-point scale. 

Goodenow (1993a) conducted a construct validity analysis of the scale and found 

that the scale differentiated among groups of students in a predictable fashion. For 

example, students from certain social categories (such as ethnic minorities or special 

education) exhibited lower PSSM scores than their ethnic majority and non-special-

education counterparts. She argued that minority populations in schools are less likely to 

feel a part of their enviroimient. Her results supported this hypothesis. Goodenow 

(1993b) also explored third-party ratings of students by their teachers on their social 

standing and predicted that students rating with higher levels of social standing would 

report higher levels of school membership. This hypothesis was also confirmed: Students 

rated as having high, medium, or low social standing were different on their PSSM scores 
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in the predicted direction (F[2, 451] = 26.59, < .001). Thus, previous research established 

the validity and reliability of the scale as a measure of "belongingness." 

Attendance 

Attendance data were used as a behavioral indicator of students' preferences for 

schooling. The school provided me with attendance information on all students during 

the spring of 2002. The attendance records included number of days students were 

present, absent (both excused and unexcused). I calculated each student's attendance rate 

by subtracting the number of days students were absent (regardless of reason) from the 

total number of days they were enrolled at the time of the report (which was 130). 

Achievement 

I had various sources of student achievement data. The first measure was students' 

scores on a nationally normed standardized reading comprehension exam (Degrees of 

Reading Power, DRP). All enrolled students were required to take this exam at the 

beginning (pre) and end (post) of the school year. Students' scores on this exam in the fall 

were used as baseline indicators of achievement. This test was implemented because 

teachers wanted a test that would show if/how students progressed in verbal ability over 

the course of the year. This specific test was chosen because of one teacher's relative 

familiarity with how to implement and score it and because it was relatively easy to 

administer. This test provided an estimate of students' language mastery. This was 

especially relevant since many students' first language was Spanish. 

Another achievement measure included criterion estimates in the form of report 

card grades. Importantly, these indicators were only available for students whose parents 
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gave permission to see their academic files (n=36). For these students, quarter one and 

two report card grades were available across six subjects of writing, reading, math, social 

studies, science, and wellness. Lastly, students were also asked to estimate the average 

grade on their previous report card during the interview. This was done to supplement 

report card grades since I didn't have access to all students' files. Further, it provided a 

validity check on students' knowledge and memory accxiracy for those whom I had report 

card grades against which I could compare their verbally reported achievement. 

Method of Analysis 

The following represents a description of the coding procedures for all variables, 

followed by the analytic plan for each research question. 

PSSM Coding 

Closed-ended responses from the initial survey were coded and entered into a 

Windows version 10.1 of SPSS for quantitative analysis. Negatively worded items were 

recoded to reflect that a higher number meant a higher level of belongingness on all 

items. 

Achievement 

Standardized reading achievement scores were computed as National Curve 

Equivalency (NCE) scores. Students' report card grades ranged from an A+ to F. Each 

letter grade was converted into a number grade based on a scale of 1-13 where a higher 

number represented a higher grade (i.e., 1=F, 2=D-, 3=D, 4=D+, 5=D-... 13=A+). 

Students' verbal report estimates of grades were based on the following choices: "mostly 

A's," "some A's and B's," "mostly B's," "some B's and C's," "mostly C's," "some C's 
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and D's," "mostly D's," and "mostly F's". Responses were recoded as numerical values 

where a higher number represented a higher grade (Mostly F's=l.. .mostly A's=8). 

Procedures for Coding Qualitative Data 

The process of coding students' interview responses involved several steps. 

First, I transcribed each interview and saved them as a word document. It was difficult to 

understand some students' responses for two major reasons: they didn't speak loud 

enough for the recorder to pick up or their accent made it hard to decipher specific words. 

Therefore, I shared a selection of interviews with another graduate student (n=10) who 

read each transcribed interview while listening to the audio version. She was asked to 

check for accuracy of the transcription as well as to fill in any missing words that weren't 

initially identified. She did not pick up glaring mistakes or inconsistencies in comparing 

the transcribed version of the interview with the audio version. She did, however, fill in a 

selection of comments that I initially could not understand or transcribe. Overall, her 

comparison of taped interviews with typed transcriptions revealed a high degree of 

accuracy and completeness. 

Coding System Rationale 

Students were asked open-ended questions to explore (a) their general 

conceptions of the quality of their past and current school experiences, (b) whether they 

felt they belonged at their past and current school, and (c) the ways in which they defined 

their level of belongingness in both contexts. I asked students to reflect on their previous 

school and to describe what they thought of it and whether they felt they belonged there. 

Specifically, they were asked, "what did you think of your last school," "did you feel you 
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belonged at your last school?" and "in what ways did you feel you belonged?" Then, I 

directed students to think about their current school and to answer the following 

questions: "what do you think of it here?" "do you feel you fit in?" and "in what ways do 

you do (or do not) fit in?" 

A single coding system was created for both sets of responses. Instead of bringing 

a pre defined coding system to the data, I generated a unique coding system based on 

how students responded. I began with a comprehensive list of all students' responses to 

all questions. From this list, I began an iterative process of combining duplicate responses 

into broader, more inclusive categories. I finished when I had a relatively cogent set of 

categories to represent the range of student responses. 

Process of Creating Final Coding System 

I began by reading through students' responses to the relevant questions. Across 

all 45 students, responses were relatively varied; however, codable themes emerged. The 

coding system was refined several times with the help of another graduate student in 

order to maximize inter coder reliability and data descriptiveness. 

The interview questions were designed to offer students opportunities to use 

their own language and perceptual firame of reference to elaborate on issues of 

belongingness (and to supplement their responses to PSSM2) and perceptions of past and 

current schooling experiences in general. I wanted to allow students an open-ended 

response opportunity (i.e., not cued) to describe the "first" thing that came to their minds 

with respect to their past and current schooling experiences and feelings of 

belongingness. 
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Several themes emerged from the data. First, students were relatively clear about 

what they thought of past and current schooling (e.g., it was either good or bad, or in 

some cases, in between) and whether they felt they belonged (yes, no, sort of). Second, 

in describing why they held these positive or negative views (or what it meant to belong), 

most students described one of four reasons: interpersonal relationships (with teachers, 

friends, or both); opportunity to leam/achieve in a safe environment; opportunity to 

participate in school-level activities; or "I don't know." (These categories were applied 

both to students' general impressions of schooling as well as their definition of 

belongingness.) Third, many students framed their responses in terms of either an internal 

or external perceptual frame of reference. That is, some students viewed belongingness 

from an internal perspective (I like other students), whereas others viewed it in terms of 

an external one (others like me). This seemed a useful distinction since most students' 

responses reflected one of these two perspectives. 

Lastly, some students incorporated affect throughout their responses. For 

example, some students said they didn't feel they belonged specifically because they 

thought the teachers were mean, or yelled too much. In the original coding system, I 

attempted to capture student affect in their belongingness descriptions; however, it 

yielded low inter rater reliability and therefore, was not used in the final analysis. 

Reliability 

I shared the initial coding system with another graduate student who used it to 

make coding decisions on a very small data set (n=5). After discussing the strengths and 

weaknesses of the coding system, I made slight changes to the system. I deleted one code 
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that was not differentiating responses well and created another code that was a better 

representation across student responses. The resultant system included five imique 

categories, with two used twice for a total of seven possible codes applied to past and 

then to present schooling contexts (see Appendix K for coding sheet). 

Another graduate student and I independently coded a random sample of 10 

interviews. Unfortunately, inter rater reliability initially was low. However, our 

discussion yielded useful insights and reasonable explanations for coding disagreements. 

First, both of us, at different times, misread students' responses (i.e., if a student said 

their past school was "good," we mistakenly coded it as a "neutral" response instead of 

"good"). In these cases, we agreed 100% of the time on the nature of the coding 

disagreement and how to solve it. Thus, these "problems" were not viewed as serious 

"flaws" in the coding system per se. 

Second, there was one code that was not differentiating well because of 

conceptually overlapping coding categories. Our disagreements were useful in identifying 

this problem that I subsequently fixed by collapsing categories further. Lastly, typos on 

the coding sheet led to problematic coding decisions. Once these typos were identified 

and fixed, many of our coding disagreements were eliminated. 

After changes were made and problems fixed, we independently coded another set 

of five interviews. Inter rater reliability results (described below) ranged from 60% to 

100% agreement. After satisfactory inter rater reliabilities were obtained, I went through 

and coded each students' responses and entered the data into SPSS for further analysis. 

Data were used to describe the sample generally. However, the main purpose of coding 
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students' interviews was to be able to identify a subset of students with extremely 

negative or positive schooling experiences and feelings of belonging. 

Students' Impressions of School: Past and Present 

In order to understand generally students' experiences at their current and 

previous schools, they were asked "What did you think of [your last] school?/What do 

you think of your current school?" Students' responses to both were coded in two ways. 

School. First, responses were coded in terms of how students described the overall 

quality of experience. Responses ranged from good to bad and were coded into three 

specific categories: (a) positive, (b) negative, or (c) neutral. Positive responses included 

statements such as "it's cool," "it was fun there (it is fun here)," "better than this, way 

better," and "I loved it, I wish I never left." In general, a positive code was only used for 

responses where students clearly believed it was a good experience. Negative responses 

included statements such as "I didn't like it" and "not good." Again, this code is used 

only for statements where there was a clear negative ascription to schooling experiences 

or perspectives. 

Although most students were clear about whether they did or did not think their 

last (or current) school was a positive experience, there was a subset of students who 

were somewhere in between and said things like, "it was okay," and "it was all right" 

(coded as neutral) (n=10). Sometimes students first reported a positive or negative 

descriptor but then qualified their answer. For example, to the question, "what did you 

think of that school?" one student reported "good. It was okay." This response is coded 

as neutral because although the student first says it was good, the qualification "it was 
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okay" suggests some hesitation, hi another example, one student reported "it's great. 

Some days are bad." This example is also coded as neutral because although the student 

thought it was great, they qualified this by saying some days were bad. This illustrated 

some ambiguity as to how they felt about that school. 

A can't rate category was included and used only if students didn't respond to the 

question or in rare instances, if the question wasn't asked at all. Similarly, can't rate was 

used if students responded with things such as "it was fine" or "it was boring." These 

types of responses were too ambiguous to say for certain whether students believed it to 

be a positive or neutral experience. Out of 10 possible codes (five for past schooling, five 

for current schooling) we obtained 80% agreement. Importantly, this would have likely 

yielded 100% agreement, but the can't rate category was not defined well enough for 

both coders. 

School location. Second, students' experiences in both contexts were defined in 

terms of where they located how good or bad it was. I created seven categories to locate 

students' responses including (a) interpersonal—adults, (b) interpersonal—friendships, 

(c) interpersonal—^mixed/general, (d) learning/academic, (e) school-level, (f) "I don't 

know" responses, and (g) can't rate. The purpose of this code was to differentiate 

students' responses in terms of what aspect of the schooling experience was good, bad, or 

neutral. The literature on belonging generally—and Goodenow's description of the 

PSSM specifically—includes students' perception of their interpersonal relationships 

with teachers and peers as well as perceptions of how they fit in with the school overall. 

Therefore, locating students' sense of belonging in terms of the interpersonal domain 
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(adult community, friendships), academic, or school-wide domain (learning/academics, 

school-level) seemed important. 

The interpersonal domain was differentiated into three categories. The code 

interpersonal—adult included responses that refer to the nature of relationships with 

teachers, aides, principals, or any other adult within the school community. The code 

interpersonal-^iendships was used if students discussed relationships with their peers 

only, and interpersonal—mixedlgeneral includes statements where students either didn't 

refer to a specific community of individuals or where students referred to multiple levels 

of interpersonal relations. For example, statement such as "I fit in with everyone" would 

be coded as interpersonal—mixed/general because it cannot be determined if the student 

is talking about his/her peers or adults (i.e., it is assumed that the student is talking about 

a mixture of both). Similarly, this code is used if students talk about both friendships and 

adults. For example, the statement "we had a nice teacher. Almost nobody yelled" is 

coded as interpersonal—mixed/general because the first statement is clearly referring to 

the adult community; however, the second statement (almost nobody yelled) is referred to 

an unspecified relational community (i.e., the student could be referring to teacher OR 

peers). Lastly, if students comment on the importance of their ethnicity or language (e.g., 

"everybody was Mexican so I fit in), it is coded as interpersonal and whether it is adult, 

friendships, or mixed/general is decided based on the context of the comment. 

The learning/academics category included statements about doing well or poorly 

in school or learning. Any comments relating to the nature of learning (I did well, 

teachers helped me leam) was included. The school-level category included those 
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aspects of schooling apart from relationships with others to include activities or 

opportunities the school provided. For example, students said things like "the school had 

activities I liked," or "the lunches were really good." This code is also reserved for 

statements about how the school was set up (e.g., I think my schedule is good), the 

opportunities available (e.g., I can play in the band), or references to the social norms of 

the school (e.g., you get in trouble easily at this school, the rules here are fair). 

Sometimes students commented that they didn't know what they thought of their 

previous schools. In cases where students specifically state, "I don't know" a code of I 

don't know is recorded. In contrast, in cases where students' comments are unclear or 

fail to point to an aspect of the schooling community, a code of can't rate is ascribed. 

Primary and secondary location. Each location code is partitioned into primary 

and secondary location. The primary location is determined based on which location is 

the most important or which is initially described. That is, Has primary location includes 

the first location that is mentioned in students' response, or if indeterminable, the 

"loudest" location evident throughout the response. The secondary location is then 

determined after the primary location has been determined and is based on whether any 

other "location" is mentioned. If no secondary location is evident, then the secondary 

location is coded as can't rate. 

Rating location: Examples. In response to the question "what did you think of 

your last school," one student said. 

It was really neat because you know, it was just the one class and the teachers were 
really nice to me and the teacher that I was just in the one class. She, if I didn't 
understand something, she would really take her time and work with me and if she 
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couldn't at that time, she could call me in after school and I would go and she would 
explain the homework, the work that we had to do in class. I really liked it. 

In this example, the first statement suggests the primary location might be 

interpersonal—adults because the student mentions his/her relationship with the teacher. 

However, in reading the remainder of the response, it is evident that aprimary theme in 

this student's mind includes aspects/importance of learning and the teacher's availability 

and interest in him/her understanding the material. Therefore, the primary location would 

be learning/academics because the student is describing the importance of learning the 

material as central to their description. Again, although the teacher plays an important 

role in facilitating this process, the student's primary interest is in the process of learning. 

The secondary location would be interpersonal—adults because the student explicitly 

mentions his/her relationship with the teacher. 

In another example, to the question, "what did you think of your last school," one 

student responded, "it was good because I learned a lot and because the teachers were 

nice to me." In this example, the primary location would be the first location mentioned 

(academic/learning) and the secondary would be the second one mentioned 

{interpersonal—adults). Here the decision point would be to ascribe the primary code to 

the first one mentioned because the student did not elaborate or expand upon either 

comment to justify a decision based on "loudest" location. 

The location code was ascribed four times: twice for students' general 

impressions of schooling (past and present), and twice for impression of belongingness 

(past and present, described later). Across five interviews, a total of 20 primary location 
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codes were ascribed. We reached 85% agreement. For the secondary location code, we 

were less precise attaining 70% agreement. 

Affect. Students' general impressions of their past and current schooling 

experiences were coded in terms of the affect they ascribed (e.g., positive, negative, or 

absent affect). Apositive code is used if students mention positive emotional or affective 

qualities of their schooling experiences. For example, statements such as "the teachers are 

nice to me" would be coded as a positive affective statement. A positive affect is also 

coded if students report absence of negative affect (e.g., teachers were never mean). 

Although the comment includes a negative affect "word," the students' response is a 

positive affect because they are characterizing the experience in terms of a positive 

experience. 

In contrast, a negative code is for statements that describe negative affective 

qualities of the school. An absent code is used if statement is void of any affective 

descriptors or if it is not clear what kind of affect the student is ascribing, if any. 

To ascribe affect, it was important to read through all students' comments with 

respect to the relevant question. Affect is coded onlv if students specifically included an 

affect word or phrase as part of their description (otherwise "absence of affect" is coded). 

For example, positive affect is characterized by words that infer an emotional quality. 

These include words such as "fun," "nice," "cool," and "didn't yell." In contrast, 

negative affect includes words such as "jealous," "mean," "yell," "stupid," or "make fun 

of me." Affect is characterized both by descriptive statements (she was mean) as well as 

action statements (the teacher yelled). 
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Agreement across affect was low (60%) mostly because of familiarity differences 

between coders. As the principal investigator (and the one who interviewed these 

students) it was easy for me to read "affect" into students' responses. And, since I was 

extremely aware of this possibility, my final coding decisions were overly conservative in 

comparison to the independent coder's decisions. Affect was dropped from the final 

analysis. 

Student Belonging: Past and Present 

Belong. Students were asked whether they felt they belonged at both their 

current and previous schools. Responses were coded into one of three categories 

including (a) yes, (b) no, or (c) sort of/sometimes. Most students were relatively clear 

about whether they felt they belonged. These students said either jei', they definitely felt 

they belonged, or no, they definitely did not belong. However, there was a subset of 

students who were somewhere in between these two commitments and said things like, 

"sort of or "sometimes I did, sometimes I didn't." We obtained 100% agreement on 

student belongingness. 

Students' responses to the question, "in what ways did you feel you did (or did 

not) belong?" were coded in three ways. This coding system was applied to questions 

regarding current and previous schooling. 

Belong location (BL). This code locates students' primary view of belonging. 

That is, when asked about what "belongingness" meant to them, their response is 

described in terms of what aspects of schooling is central to their conception. This code 

is the same as the "location" variable previous described and includes the following 
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categories: (a) interpersonal—adults, (b) interpersonal—friendships, (c) interpersonal— 

mixed/general, (d) learning/academic, (e) school-level, (f) "I don't know" responses, and 

(g) can't rate. These categories are applied to both past schooling belongingness 

description as well as the cxirrent school. 

Frame of reference. Students' descriptions of what it means to belong were 

categorized according to their perceptual frame of reference. This category is gleaned 

from the work of Symonds (1949) who described frame of reference in terms of whether 

you attribute your understanding of the world based on what others are doing to you or 

what you are doing to others. Symond's (1949) description of psychological and 

environmental frames of reference was gleaned from work investigating adolescent 

fantasy through projective techniques. 

The specific coding categories include (a) psychological, (b) envirormiental, and 

(c) can't rate. Apsychological perspective includes responses where students primarily 

discuss belongingness in terms of what they do to others. It is an "inside looking out" 

view of the world that includes statements like, "I like that student" or "I get along with 

others." This perspective is consistent with an internal attribution where action is located 

within the person and not in the environment. This code provides a way to describe 

students' spontaneous placement of themselves in relation to others. It provides clues 

about student attribution that is consistent with operant data described by McClelland 

(1985). That is, rather than "cueing" students to respond to attributional statements, 

students' initial responses to open-ended questions represented an unconscious display of 

how youth viewed themselves in relation to others. 
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An environmental perspective includes those beliefs where students talk about 

what others do to vou. These include statements such as "they punished me," or "they 

helped me." Students with this perspective locate a sense of belongingness in the 

environment rather than within themselves. In situations where responses do not include 

statements that clearly reflect one of these two positions, they are coded as a "can't rate." 

My initial reviews of student responses revealed a clear distinction among 

students in terms of how they framed their responses (e.g., intemal versus external). 

However, I did not initially have a way to describe/define this distinction until I came 

upon the work of Symonds (1949). Students' frame of reference is a theoretically 

derived variable that describes students' responses in terms of the "lens" they use to view 

themselves in relation to others. 

We agreed 60% of the time on this code. However, it is likely that this would be 

increased if can't rate was better defined. Similarly, the second coder had challenges 

with inferring what students meant in cases where their frame of reference wasn't clear. 

Therefore, I tended to be more conservative in my ratings (more likely to use the can't 

rate option) than the second coder who made inferences from students' statements. Still, 

this code was retained to explore whether students' perceptual frame of reference was 

related to belongingness. 

Research Questions 

Research Question 1: What is the Variation of Students' Motivation to Change Schools? 

Within this more general question, there were three specific research questions: 

Do girls want to come to this school more than boys? Do sixth-graders want to come to 



this school more than seventh- and eighth-graders? Is there an interaction between 

gender and grade-level and students' motivation to change school? Students attending 

this school have a wide variety of background experiences and have different reasons for 

coming to a brand new school. It is necessary to understand the variation among students 

in their desire to be in a new school in order to understand the value of their school 

cormections. I hypothesized that girls will want to come to this school more than boys 

partly because the small school facilitates stronger connections with peers and 

surrounding adults. Given that girls tend to be more socially oriented than boys, this will 

be viewed as a desirable aspect of the new school. Similarly, I predicted that younger 

students will want to come to this school more than older students. There will not be an 

interaction between gender and grade-level. 

Research Question 2: What is the Nature of Students' 

Perceptions of Belongingness? 

Within this broader question, there were two specific questions: Do girls feel 

like they fit in more than boys? Do younger students feel they fit in more than older 

students? Means and standard deviations were calculated over PSSM2 items. 

Independent t tests were calculated to explore two hypotheses. First, I hypothesized that 

females will feel like they belong more than males. I predict that, consistent with 

Goodenow's (1993a) findings, females will more likely feel connected to school than 

boys. Gender differences in socialization experiences account for some of these 
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A second hypothesis is that sixth-graders will feel more like they belong than their 

seventh- and eighth-grade counterparts. There are two explanations for this hypothesis. 

First, developmentally, sixth-graders are more likely to view school as fim and enjoyable. 

Consistent with motivation literature that documents a rapid decline in students' beliefs 

about the value of and enjoyment for school during middle school years (Eccles & 

Midgley, 1990), older students will be more likely to feel a decreased connection to 

school in general. Second, older students' lives will be disrupted more than sixth-

graders'. That is, seventh- and eighth-graders are coming from other middle school 

settings where friendships have been established. In contrast, sixth graders are making the 

natural, vertical shift from their elementary school to this school. 

Research Question 3: What is the Nature of the Relationship Between Students' 

Motivation to Change and Belongingness, Achievement, and Absenteeism? 

Within this broader question, there were three specific ones: Is students' 

motivation to change related to their belongingness? Is students' motivation to change 

related to achievement? And, is students' motivation to change related to absenteeism? 

I assert that students who wanted to come to this school, wanted to do so for 

various reasons. For some, the opportunity to go to a new school is a new start. For 

example, if students indicated that they really wanted to come to this school, but 

subsequently reported that they didn't feel connected to the school, then it could be 

inferred that the school didn't provide an environment that was conducive to being 

connected. In contrast, if they didn't want to come to this school, but are reporting a sense 

of belongingness and value for the school, it could represent a strong contextual effect on 
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their attitudes and beUefs. While there is no way to infer causation, an exploration of 

these constructs is helpful in clarifying the value of school connectedness as a 

motivational variable. A correlation coefficient was calculated between the "motivation to 

change"(MTC) variable and students' PSSM2 scores. I hypothesized that students who 

chose to change schools may have done so because of feeling alienated at their previous 

school and because they wanted a fresh start. Thus, there would be a significant and 

positive relationship between MTC and PSSM2. 

I hypothesized that students' motivation to change will not be significantly related 

to achievement but will be significantly related to student attendance rates. I think that 

when students are excited about changing schools it is for social reasons or because of the 

hope for new opportunities (play soccer). Therefore, the desire to change schools v^ll 

have little bearing on the academic process over all (although I suspect some students are 

changing schools to focus on academics). However, because a desire to change schools is 

rooted in social opportunities, it may be the case that students will be less likely to be 

absent from school. 

Research Question 4: What is the Nature of the Relationship between Students' 

Perceptions of Belongingness and Achievement and Absenteeism? 

More specifically, is there a relationship between students' sense of 

belongingness and their achievement? And, is there a relationship between students' 

sense of belongingness and their tendency to be present/absent from school? Student 

outcomes were measured by student achievement (GPA, standardized achievement scores 

and gain scores) and attendance rates. Correlational and regression analyses were used to 
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explore the nature of the relationship between belongingness and outcome measiu-es. I 

hypothesized that belongingness would not be significantly related to achievement 

because belongingness is not a cognitive construct and is different from ability 

dimensions (extant data support this contention, e.g., Battistich et al., 1995; Osterman, 

2000). However, belongingness will be significantly related to the inclination to be at 

school. If students feel they are a part of the school culture, they will be more likely to 

show up. And, if they are in school, then they can learn. 

Research Question 5: What Kind of Motivational Profiles Emerged 

from Student Interviews? 

Qualitative analyses of students' descriptions of past and present schooling will 

reveal a subset of students who have described negative experiences at their previous 

school. An analysis of these students' levels of belongingness (and reasons for 

belongingness) will be qualitatively described to explore whether a change to a new 

school provided them with a firesh start. Behaviorist and psychodynamic researchers 

would contend that students with negative schooling experiences might be conditioned to 

feel uncomfortable and/or resistant to schooling in general. Similarly, anticipatory goal 

states (as described by McClelland, 1987) will predict whether a student has "fresh 

start." That is, if a student is hopefiil that the change will yield positive experiences, it is 

more likely that a self-fulfilling prophecy will occur and the student will enjoy it. In 

contrast, a student who is resistant, will be less likely to be open to the opportimity to 

"belong." In this analysis, I explore whether a change from an old school to a new school 

can redirect this negative trajectory. 
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Similarly, if students are on a positive school trajectory, what happens to them to 

result in lowered belongingness beliefs? In this study, students with the lowest levels of 

belongingness will be identified and their descriptions of past and present schooling 

experiences will be explored. In combination, analyses of both sets of students will 

describe an initial model of "fresh starts motivation." That is, were students' previous 

experiences more positive and if so, why? In contrast, what clues can be gleaned from 

reasons they provided as to why experiences declined? 



85 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

In this chapter, I describe quantitative and qualitative study results. First, I 

provide an anecdotal summary of my reactions to school set up and functioning via my 

role as a participant observer. In this section, I provide a qualitative look at the v^ay the 

school vi^as set up, thus providing a richly descriptive backdrop from which to consider 

study results. 

Results are then organized by research questions and are guided by the process-

product model of school effects research (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974; see Figure 1). I begin 

with a description of input variables including a description of the variation of students' 

motivation to change. Then, I analyze school process to determine the extent to which 

this new school helped students to feel like they belonged. This is measured by students' 

perceptions of their relationships with school personnel and peers. Next, I analyze the 

relationship of input and process variables by looking at how students' motivation to 

change schools related to their belongingness. To complete the model, I explore the 

variation of student outcomes—attendance and achievement. Finally, I look at the 

relationships between school processes and student outcomes (belongingness with 

achievement and attendance). 

I then document characteristics of two groups of students—^those for which the 

change to a new school was positive and those for which the change was negative. For 

each cohort, I describe students' perceptions of belongingness as well as their 
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absenteeism and achievement as a way to understand more fully what were some of the 

reasons behind why the school worked well for some, and poorly for others. 

INPUTS PROCESS OUTCOMES 

1. Student Sample 
Characteristics 

2.MTC 

Belongmgness 

1. Achievement 

2.Attendance 

Figure 1. Theoretical model of analysis plan and variable relationships. 
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Reactions from a Participant-Observer: Starting and Maintaining a School 

As a participant-observer, and in my roles as teacher, curriculum developer, 

teacher's aide, volunteer, and researcher, I learned a lot about the process of starting and 

maintaining a charter school. I also gained valuable insight into how this school 

functioned on various levels. Through my interactions with the principal and teachers I 

learned about their goals for students and conceptions of the educational process. 

Through my interactions with students, I learned about their general impression of the 

school and their education more broadly. As a strength and limitation of the study, my 

interactions with students and discussions with teachers, staff, and administrators placed 

me in a unique position to gain more in-depth understanding of how the school operated 

as well as the nature of students' general motivational disposition and behavior. 

These impressions are organized in terms of three categories of (a) the broader school 

environment (what community does the school serve? How is the school physically 

organized?), (b) the role and function of adult interpersonal relationships (how did 

teachers, principal and school board members get along?), and (c) rationale for catering 

to students' social, emotional, and academic needs. 

School Environment 

The school was designed with student safety in mind. Located in a rough part of 

town with known gang activity, the school grounds were designed with a surrounding 

metal fence and only one entrance to the school (that served both pedestrians and 

automobiles). Similarly, the school grounds were landscaped such that surrounding cacti 

served as a natural border and barrier. 
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There were six classrooms and one all piirpose room. Five classrooms were used 

for every period throughout the day while one classroom was an extra room used for 

remedial math classes for small group of students in the morning—leaving it empty in the 

afternoon. The all-pxirpose room served as a gymnasium, assembly room, and cafeteria. 

The outside area was a rock covered open space that provided students a place to run 

around during free time and during wellness periods. The administrative building was 

separate from the school and contained the principal's office, a small computer room, a 

nurse's office and a secretarial area in the front room. There was also an extra office for 

visiting teachers and for the enrichment teacher. 

In general, the set up of the school seemed to work well. However students did 

have several complaints. Many students in the school thought it was too small and didn't 

have the things other schools had like a football field, basketball court, or library. Others 

didn't like that you had to go out side to change classes, especially when it was raining. 

Most students disliked the food and expressed a desire for more lunch choices as well as 

a snack bar that would serve candy, soda and hot cheetahs (the snack of choice for most 

students). 

Some students were embarrassed that they attended a "ghetto" school—one that 

was so small and didn't have "extras." These students usually had specific people in their 

lives (friends or siblings) who made fiin of them for attending a school that was so small 

and offered so little. For some students, this was of little concern, for others it was a big 

deal and contributed significantly to their sense of school dissatisfaction. 



89 

Adult Interpersonal Relationships 

At the outset of the year, it seemed as if teachers, the principal and school board 

members had a similar vision for the school; however, this "singular vision" quickly 

fractioned into conflict and dissention. Indeed, conflicts arose that led to the principal's 

resignation early in the year (October). A new principal was hired and it was quickly 

evident that this principal and all the teachers did not agree on how to run a school. Many 

students expressed their disappointment that the first principal had left and skepticism 

that the new principal would know how to run the school. Many students did not feel 

"safe" with the new principal because they felt she didn't take care of undisciplined 

students as quickly and authoritatively as the previous principal had. 

Teachers worked well together and seemed to have a similar vision for the school 

and its students. Teachers collaborated with one another regularly regarding curriculum 

decisions and strategies for helping particular students. Teachers warmed up to me over 

time. Some teachers were generally excited about my involvement with the school; 

however, at the begiiming of the school year, one teacher had many reservations about 

my presence. Over time, however, this teacher "warmed" up to me (especially after the 

principals changed) and greatly facilitated the data collection process. In general, 

however, throughout the entire course of the year, the teachers and principal offered me 

carte blanche access to the school. 

Students 

There was great care and effort exerted in creating a school that would meet the 

needs of a population of low achieving Hispanic students who primarily came from low-
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income homes. Most decisions regarding curriculum design and schedule were made in 

an attempt to maximize student social and academic success. For example, a block 

schedule was implemented to allow students more time to spend on the core subjects of 

reading and math. Within this schedule, students were provided a daily wellness class to 

give students a "balanced" approach to mental, physical, and spiritual health. They also 

incorporated special activities and academic programs throughout the school day to give 

students break time from academic work. Thus, students' social and emotional needs 

were significant factors in decisions regarding curriculum design, academic schedule, and 

school set up. 

Input Variables 

Research Question 1: What is the Variation of Students' 

Motivation to Change Schools? 

A distribution of students' MTC responses ("how much did you want to come to 

this school?") is displayed in Figure 2. Almost half of the sample (49%) indicated the 

highest degree of willingness to change schools. Based on interview data, almost every 

student who expressed the highest degree of vdllingness to change schools had no 

hesitation in their choice. In contrast, the remaining students all expressed some level of 

hesitancy to changing schools. 
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MTC: How much did you want to come to this school? 

Figure 2. Histogram of response frequencies for student motivation to change. 

Those who chose 1 did not want to come to this school at all, whereas students 

who chose the middle two response options had some degree of concern over their 

decision. These students said things like, "I wanted to come to this school, but I was 

worried about how I would fit in," or "it wasn't that hard of a decision, but I didn't know 

if I would get along with other students." Interestingly, comments in this vein almost 

always had to do with issues of belongingness or of fitting in. 

Students' mean motivation to change scores and standard deviations by gender 

and grade-level are reported in Table 4. Sixth-graders had the highest MTC mean. In 

contrast, eighth- and sixth-grade males had the lowest motivation to change. 
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Table 4 

MFC Means and Standard Deviations by Gender and Grade-Level 

Female Male 

N M SD N M SD 

Grade 6 15 3.64 .63 13 2.82 1.33 

Grade 7 4 3.25 .50 6 3.40 .55 

Grade 8 3 3.33 .58 4 2.67 .58 

Atwo-way ANOVA was calculated to examine whether there were significant differences 

in students' motivation to come to the school based on gender and grade-level. There was 

no grade X gender interaction and there were no main effects by gender or grade-level 

(see Table 5). 

Table 5 

Analysis of Variance for Motivation to Change and Gender and Grade-Level 

Source Sum of Squares df F P 

Grade .391 2 .254 .111 
Sex 1.407 1 1.830 .185 
Grade X Sex 1.564 2 1.018 .372 
Error 26.134 34 

= .170 (Adjusted = .048) 

Independent t tests were calculated to examine achievement and attendance 

differences based on students' MTC. Achievement measures (means, standard 

deviations, and standard error) differentiated by MTC are presented in Table 6. There 

were no significant achievement differences according to students' MTC. Thus, how 

much students wanted to come to this school had no bearing on how well they did 



academically. Further, there was no difference in absenteeism between students with 

high MTC (M=8.24, SD=7.22) and students with low MTC (M=6.19, SD=3.92) [t 

(38)=1.129/?=.266 (two-tailed)]. 

Table 6 

Achievement Means and Standard Deviations Based on MTC Split 

MTC N M SD SEM 

Pretest Reading NCE Low 21 23.619 18.784 4.099 
High 15 34.133 18.011 4.651 

Posttest Reading NCE Low 20 25.100 18.249 4.081 
High 14 34.857 16.148 4.316 

Students' Verbal Report Low 20 5.900 1.889 .422 
Grades high 13 6.769 1.641 .455 

Mean of Q1 Report Card Low 17 7.882 3.080 .747 
Grades High 10 9.567 2.351 .743 

Mean of Q2 Report Card Low 17 8.069 3.058 .742 
Grades High 10 9.683 1.680 .531 

Mean of Q1 andQ2 Low 17 7.953 2.978 .722 
Report Card Grades High 10 9.625 1.929 .610 

"Resistant" Students 

An examination of the distribution of MTC data revealed that six students chose 

the lowest two endpoints (see Figure 2) (either a 1 or a 2 out of a possible of 4 where 

4=highest level to change). Specifically, three students chose 1 and three students chose 

2. Five out of these six students were sixth-graders (one was an eighth-grader) and all 

students were male. The three students who definitely did not want to change schools 

were all sixth-grade males. Their interview responses to questions about changing 

schools are presented in Tables 7-9. 
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Table 7 

Interview Responses of Student 22 

Student 225: Male, Sixth-Grade, 6.5 Days Absent, Mostly C's 
I: what about this school, whose decision was it to come to this school. 
S: my mom 
I: did you agree with that decision? 
S: no 
I: so how hard was it for you to come here? 
S: it sucked, it was hard. It is still hard. 
I: did you want to come to this school at all? 
S: no 
I: so what do you think of it here, tell me more about what you think of it here. 
S: it sucks, that this school [inaudible] we don't got the things that we need. 

Note: I = Interviewer Comment: S = Student Comment 

Table 8 

Interview Responses of Student 11 

Student 117: Male, Sixth-Grade, 14.5 Days Absent, Mostly A's and B's 
I: whose idea was it for you to come to this school? 
S: my mom's 
I: did you agree with that? 
S: no 
I: so how hard of a decision was it for you to come here? 
S: I didn't want to come to this school. I wanted to go to [Another local middle 

school], I had a lot of friends there who used to go to [Prior elementary school]. 
I: so what do you think of it here? 
S: it's all right. I don't like it a lot because you get a lot of fights 
I: with other students? 
S: (nonverbal yes) 
I: yeah. What else about it here do you not like? 
S: the principal 
I: tell me some more about what is going on there. 

(Table continues) 
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S: I don't know, I just don't like her. She's not [inaudible] (the past principal) was 
better. He treated me better and all those things. I like this teacher she 
[inaudible]. 

Note: I = Interviewer Comment: S = Student Conament 

Table 9 

Interview Responses of Student 30 

Student 301: Male, Sixth-Grade, 3 Days Absent, Mostly A's 
I: whose idea was it to come to this school? 
S: my mom's 
I: did you agree with that decision? 
S: no 
I: how hard of a decision was it then to come here? 
S: hard 
I: did you want to come to this school? 
S: no 
I; and so, what do you think of it here? 
S: what do I think of it? What do you mean, like bad and stuff? 
I: whatever, what do you think, how is it going? 
S: this school kind of sucks, the only thing that it really does have is 

compassionship and mercy. Cause at [other middles school]they didn't have 
mercy or anything. They didn't stop to think about you. In this school at least 
they stop to show you that they want you to leam. But in other cases sometimes 
they don't. 

Note: I = Interviewer Comment: S = Student Comment 

Process Variables 

Research Question 2: What is the Nature of Students' Perceptions of Belongingness? 

Means and standard deviations over all 18 PSSM2 items and broken down by 

gender are displayed in Table 10. A comparison of standard deviations shows a pattern of 

wider variability for males than females across all items except for the item, "other 

students like the way I am." 
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Table 10 

PSSM2 Means And Standard Deviations 

Female Male TOTAL 

N M SD N M SD N M. SD 

I like learning 22 3.64 .58 23 3.04 1.02* 45 3.33 .88 
I feel a part of school 22 3.41 .67 23 2.83 1.19* 45 3.11 1.01 
The aides here respect me 22 3.73 .46 23 3.00 1.00* 45 3.36 .86 
Other students like 

the way I am 22 3.00 .93 23 3.26 .92 45 3.13 .92 
It is hard for people 

like me to be accepted 
here^ 22 2.77 1.02 23 2.91 1.16 45 2.84 1.09 

The teachers here 
respect me 22 3.82 .39 23 3.48 .95 45 3.64 .74 

Sometimes I feel as if 
don't belong here® 22 3.00 .98 23 2.70 1.18 45 2.84 1.09 

I feel proud of belonging 
to this school 22 3.40 .85 23 2.87 1.14 45 3.13 1.04 

I wish I were in a 
different school^ 22 3.14 1.13 23 2.74 1.29 45 2.93 1.21 

I can really be myself 
at this school 22 3.18 .85 23 3.00 1.04 45 3.09 .95 

Teachers here are not 
interested in people 
like me® 22 3.64 .73 23 3.43 .84 45 3.53 .79 

Teachers here notice 
when I am good at 
something 22 3.82 .39 23 3.65 .78 45 3.73 .62 

There's at least one teacher 
Here I can talk to if I 
Have a problem 22 3.36 1.05 23 2.83 1.34 45 3.09 1.22 

The rules at this school 
are fair 22 3.23 .87 23 2.78 1.24 45 3.00 1.09 

(Table continues) 
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Female Male TOTAL 

N M SD N M SD N M SD 

The teachers at this school 
are friendly to me 22 3.82 .39 23 3.17 1.11* 45 3.49 .89 

I feel nervous to come 
to school here" 22 3.59 .73 23 3.26 1.14 45 3.42 .97 

I think school is 
important 22 3.91 .29 23 3.61 .66 45 3.76 .53 

There is at least one aide 
I can talk to if I have 

NOTE: Statistics based on a four-point Likert scale. 
* Significant independent samples t test (two-tailed),/j < .05 
"Negatively worded items were recoded such that a higher nximber indicates a higher level of 
belongingness. 

Consistent with procedures employed by Goodenow (1993a) to look at 

relationships of belonging with other measures, each student received a composite 

PSSM2 score (their responses over all PSSM2 items were summed) that served as a 

general "belongingness" indicator where a higher number meant a higher sense of 

belonging. Students' composite PSSM2 scores ranged from 36-66 (based on a possible 

range of 18-76) (M=55.53, SD= 8.01, N=45). Figure 3 displays a frequency distribution 

of students' composite PSSM2 scores. Except for a small sample of students at the low 

end of the distribution, most students clustered at or above the mean. Many students felt 

they belonged at the new school. 

a problem 22 3.27 .98 23 2.91 1.28 45 3.00 1.14 



98 

lOi 
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Composite PSSM2 Scores 

Figure 3. Frequency distribution of belongingness composite scores (PSSM2). 

Using overall PSSM2 composite scores as a dependent variable, an independent 

t test revealed that overall females (N=22, M=58.50, SD=4.93) felt like they belonged 

more than boys (N=23, M=52.70, SD=9.38) [t (43)=2.58,/7=.013 (two-tailed)]. The 

distribution of students' PSSM2 scores differentiated by gender is displayed in Figure 4. 

Boys accomt for more of the variance than girls and disproportionately feel that they do 

not belong. Sixth-graders' sense of belonging (n=28, M=55.428, SD=8.775) do not 

significantly differ firom seventh- and eighth-graders (n=17, M=55.706, SD=6.826) 

[t(43)=-.lll,;7=.912 (two-tailed)]. 
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Std. Dev = 4.94 
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N = 22.00 
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Composite PSSM2 Scores 

Male 

Std, Dev = 9.38 

Mean = 52.7 

N = 23.00 

31.3 36.3 41.3 46.3 51.3 56.3 61.3 66.3 71.3 76.3 

33.8 38.8 43.8 48.8 53.8 58.8 63.8 68.8 73.8 

Composite PSSM2 Scores 

Figure 4. Frequency distribution of belongingness composite scores (PSSM2) by gender. 
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Research Question 3: What is the Nature of the Relationship Between Students' 

Motivation to Change and Belongingness, Achievement, and Absenteeism? 

A Pearson correlation between student belongingness and motivation to change 

is significant (r=.616, N=40,/>=.000). Abox plot of students' PSSM2 composite scores 

based on students' MTC levels is presented in Figure 5. Students expressing the highest 

degree of wanting to come to this school ended up with similar (and higher) levels of 

belongingness. In contrast, those with a lower desire to come to school had wider PSSM2 

variability. There was one outlier in the high MTC group. 
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MTC: How much did you want to come to this school? 

Figure 5. Box plot of PSSM2 scores based on MTC two-group split. 

MTC is not related to absenteeism (r=.056, N=36,/7=.729 or any achievement measure 

including self-report GPA (r = .090, N=36,/? =.602), pre (r = .153, N=37,/> =.367) or post 
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(r = .217, N=36,/7 =.205) standardized achievement scores, or mean of quarter one and 

quarter time report card (r = .180, N=29,/» =.351). 

Research Question 4: What is the Nature of the Relationship Between Students' 

perceptions of Belongingness, Achievement and Absenteeism? 

Student Attendance 

The total number between days students were absent from school was calculated 

for every student (M=7.53, SD=5.64, N=45). A frequency distribution of absenteeism is 

displayed in Figure 6. A majority of students were absent eight days or less, whereas a 

few students (n=5) were absent 17 days or more. 

Student Outcomes 
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Number of Days Absent (out of 130 possible) 

Figure 6. Frequency histogram of student absenteeism. 
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Student Achievement 

Standardized achievement. Standardized achievement scores provide a norm-

referenced measure of students' academic standing. Students' reading comprehension 

test scores M^ere converted into normal curve equivalency scores (NCE) in order to 

establish interval-level data and because NCE scores are better for approximating growth 

over time (Rowan, 2001). A scatter plot of the relationship between fall and spring test 

scores (with the corresponding mean regression line and 95% confidence interval) is 

displayed in Figure 7. Students' achievement scores on the pre and post tests are strongly 

correlated (r= .817, n=39,/? =.000). Notably, most students' achievement scores fall at or 

fVi 
below the 50 percentile (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Scatterplot and regression analysis of pre and post reading scores. 
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In national comparisons, most of the students at this school are performing at relatively 

low levels. There v^ere no significant standard achievement differences from fall to 

spring associated vdth gender or grade-level (see Table 11). 

Table 11 

Means and Standard Deviations for Gender and Grade-level Achievement Comparisons 

Pretest Reading NCE Posttest Reading NCE 

Male Female 6"^ 7^/8^ Male Female 6^ 

N 23 19 28 14 22 19 25 16 

M 23.78 31.32 30.50 20.57 27.27 26.63 27.84 29.19 

SD 14.42 23.00 19.44 16.56 16.64 18.95 17.62 18.02 

SEM 3.01 5.28 3.67 4.42 3.55 4.35 3.52 4.50 

1.29 1.64 .424 -.237 

P' .203 .110 .674 .814 

'Two-tailed 

^Equal variances assumed 

An analysis of means and standard deviations suggests a trend where males' 

academic performance improved and females' declined. Similarly, sixth-graders as a 

group tended to do worse in post test versus seventh- and eighth-graders who improved. 

To investigate this pattern of achievement change, scores were rank ordered in terms of 

pre reading NCE scores and then again according to post reading NCE scores. Overall, 
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more scores increased than declined (see Table 12). Although there were no significant 

achievement differences over time according to gender and grade level, the pattern 

suggests that more males and more older students did better over the school year than 

females and younger students. 

At test was calculated to explore PSSM2 differences between students who 

increased and students who decreased in relative rank order over time. There was no 

significant difference [t (34) = 1.738,/? = .091 (two-tailed)]. 

Table 12 

Relative Rank Change in Standardized Reading Performance 

Rank Increase Rank Decrease 
Pre' Post' PSSM2 Change .2 Pre' Post' PSSM2 Change 

6/F 40 18 63 +22 6/F 24 41 62 -17 
7/M 28 10 41 18 6/M 9 26 55 17 
6/F 40 29 55 11 6/M 28 38 37 10 
7/M 28 18 54 10 6/F 28 37 62 9 
8/M 28 18 62 10 8/M 5 13 61 7 
7/M 17 8 61 9 8/M 11 18 51 7 
7/M 36 27 61 9 6/M 27 32 37 5 
8/F 40 32 57 8 6/F 28 32 64 4 
8/F 39 32 61 7 7/F 33 29 50 4 
6/M 24 18 44 6 6/F 28 31 63 3 
6/M 22 16 63 6 6/M 13 16 55 3 
6/F 12 6 66 6 6/M 36 38 36 2 
6/M 19 15 58 4 6/M 36 38 42 2 
6/F 13 9 58 4 6/F 3 5 48 2 
7/M 5 1 64 4 6/F 17 18 58 1 
8/M 21 18 59 3 6/F 1 2 53 1 

(Table continues) 
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Pre' Post^ PSSM2 Change" 
Rank Increase Rank Decrease 

Pre' Post' PSSM2 Change 

6/M 20 18 57 
6/F 5 3 61 
6/M 8 6 42 
7/M 28 27 55 

2 
2 
2 
1 

M 23.65 16.45 57.10 
SD 11.57 9.42 7.12 

7.20 
5.36 

20.44 25.88 52.19 5.87 
11.93 12.38 9.83 5.12 

Note: Demographic characteristics described as Grade/Sex where M=Male and F=Female. 
'Column represents individual student rank relative to sample. 
^Column represents individual student rank change relative to sample from pre to post. 

Report card grades. A scatterplot of the relationship between students' grades 

from first and second quarters of the school year is displayed in Figure 8. First and 

second quarter report cards grades were significantly correlated (N=33, r=.881,/7=.000). 

Grades from the first and second quarters were averaged to create a single average grade 

for each student (M= 8.44, SD=2.69). 
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Figure 8. Scatterplot and regression analysis of Q1 and Q2 grades. 

Self-reported grades. All students who were interviewed were asked to 

approximate their average grades from their last report card (N=41). Twenty percent 

reported they received "mostly A's," followed by "some A's and B's" (49%), "mostly 

B's" (7%), "some B's and C's" (10%), "mostly C's" (5%), "some C's and D's" (5%), 

"mostly D's" (2%), and "mostly F's" (2%). These responses were transposed into 

numerical values where a higher number represented a higher grade (Mostly A's=8, 

mostly F's=l) (N=41, M=6.317, SD=1.724). 
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Predicting Outcomes Based on Belongingness 

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine the relationships 

among students' sense of belongingness, students' achievement, and absenteeism (see 

Table 13). All achievement measures were significantly correlated. Belongingness was 

not related to achievement but approaches significance with absenteeism (r= -.277, N=45, 

p=066). 

Table 13 

Correlation Coefficient Matrix of Achievement, Absenteeism, and Belongingness 

1. 2. 3. 4. 
l.GPA — 

2. Pretest .435** 
(38) 

3. Posttest .380** ,817*** — 

(37) (39) 
4. Mean 7g9*** 722*** .638*** — 

(32) (32) (32) 
5. Absent -.084 -.093 -.165 -.263 

(41) (42) (41) (35) 
6. PSSM2 .080 .123 .165 .275 

(41) (42) (41) (35) 

5. 6. 

-.21T 
(45) 

Pearson correlation coefficient (sample sizes in parentheses below number). 
* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed). 
*** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (two-tailed). 
"p - .066. 

Correlations among variables were calculated by gender and grade level (see 

Tables 14 and 15). More academic measures were correlated for males than for females. 

Similarly, more academic measures were correlated for sixth-graders than seventh- and 
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eighth-graders. Interestingly, there was a significant, negative correlation between 

belongingness and absenteeism for seventh- and eighth-graders. This relationship was 

not evident for sixth-graders or for either gender. 

Table 14 
Correlation Coefficient Matrix of Achievement, Absenteeism, and Belongingness by 
Gender 

Female 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

l.GPA ~ 

2. Pretest .344 _ _  

3. Posttest 
(17) 

.416 .874** 

4. Mean 
(17) 

.825** 
(17) 

.627* .506 

5. Absent 
(16) 
.105 

(15) 
.173 

(15) 
.033 -.044 

6. PSSM2 
(20) 
.124 

(19) 
-.231 

(19) 
-.308 

(17) 
.301 -.232 

(20) (19) (19) (17) (22) 

Male 
1. 

2. .522* 

3. 
(21) 

.356 .752** 

4. 
(20) 

.738** 
(22) 

.792** .700** 

5. 
(15) 

-.277 
(17) 

-.408 
(16) 
-.318 -.455 -

6. 
(21) 

-.033 
(23) 

.260 
(22) 
.410 

(17) 
.304 -.308 

(21) (23) (22) (17) (23) 

Pearson correlation coefficient (sample sizes in parentheses below number). 
* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed). 
*** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (two-tailed). 
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Table 15 
Correlation Coefficient Matrix of Achievement, Absenteeism, and Belongingness by 

Grade-Level 

Sixth-Grade 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

l.GPA ~ 

2. Pretest .498* _ _  

3. Posttest 
(25) 

.396 .892** 

4. Mean 
(22) 

.643** 
(25) 

.743** .632** 

5. Absent 
(18) 

-.112 
(20) 

-.095 
(18) 

-.260 -.391 

6. PSSM2 
(25) 
.035 

(28) 
.107 

(25) 
.098 

(18) 
.306 -.135 

(25) (28) (25) (20) (28) 

Seventh- and Eighth-Grade 

1. 

2. .269 — 

(13) 
3. .369 .781** — 

(15) (14) 
4. .809** .548 .658* --

(13) (12) (13) 
5. -.253 -.241 -.012 -.217 --

(16) (14) (16) (14) 
6. .253 .196 .304 .313 -.601* 

(16) (14) (16) (14) (17) 

Pearson correlation coefficient (sample sizes in parentheses below nvimber). 
* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (two-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed). 
*** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (two-tailed). 
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A partial correlation coefficient was computed to find out if the effects of 

achievement (defined as teacher assigned grades) masked the relationship between 

belongingness and absenteeism across the entire sample. The relationship was significant 

(r=-.423,N=32,;7=.013). 

A regression analysis was conducted to explore whether belongingness predicted 

increases in students' academic achievement. Standardized residual change scores were 

calculated for each student using post achievement scores as the dependent variable and 

pre achievement scores as the independent variable. The regression equation was 

significant: (R^=.817, Adj. R^=.658, StandardizedB = .817, t=8.617, /7=.000). Residual 

gain scores did not significantly correlate with students' composite PSSM2 scores 

(r=.217, N=39,/?=.185). A scatterplot of the relationship between belongingness and 

residual gains on reading achievement test is displayed in Figure 9. 

30 
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Standardized Residual Gains on Post Reading from Pre Reading 

Figure 9. Scatterplot of students' residual change scores and composite PSSM2 scores. 
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Research Question 5: What Kind of Motivational Profiles Emerged 

fi'om Student Interviews? 

General Findings 

Perceptions of previous school. In response to the question, "what did you think 

of your last school?" most students reported either a positive (52%) or neutral (23%) 

experience (see Table 16). Students liked their previous school for a variety of reasons 

including the quality of interpersonal relationships, school-level opportunities, and the 

potential for learning. Most students (61%) ascribed interpersonal relationships as the 

primary reason they believed their prior school was a positive place. One student liked 

their last school "because like the teachers were nice and we got to go on big time field 

trips like we got to go to LA." Another student liked their last school because s/he liked 

the principal, "she was nice. I knew her for a long time." And, another student felt 

known, "They were always interested, it mattered what you said or did and they always 

paid attention to what you were doing." 

Although a majority of students cited interpersonal relationships as reasons why 

they liked their past school, a few students cited school- or academic-related reasons. 

One student commented that his/her past school was good because of the school-level 

opportunities available, "It was fun there, you had a bigger, a big classroom. We all had a 

big cafeteria, we had a big playground." Another student commented, "there was a lot of 

kids there and pretty big and we had tether ball, basketball court, little playground for the 

little kids, and then another playground for the first graders, and they have a big field for 

soccer." 
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One student cited an academic-related reason for why the last school was a good 

place. This student said that the last school was "cool" and he liked it simply because of 

"writing." The student also nonverbally agreed that he liked the school because of 

"learning" opportunities. A minority of students said their previous schooling was a 

negative experience (14%). The few students who did not like their previous school gave 

a range of reasons including that it was "not good" because it was "really hard" or 

because teachers "were mean." 

Table 16 

Frequencies of Location Ascriptions Based on Positive, Negative, or Neutral 

Characterizations in Previous School 

Qualitative Ascription® 

Negative 

Domain 
Interpersonal 

Adults 
Peers 
Mixed 

Learning/ 
Academics 

School-level 
Can't Rate 
TOTALS 

2(33) 

1(17) 
2(33) 
1(17) 
6 

Neutral 

1 (10%) 

3 (30) 

1(10) 
1(10) 
4(40) 
10 

Positive Can't Rate 

6(26) 
3(13) 
5(22) 

2(8)  
4(17) 
3(13) 
23 

1(20) 
1(20) 
3(60) 
5 

Note: All numbers are frequencies (percentages in parentheses) 
^ Percentages are for column totals. 

Belongingness at previous school. Most students felt they belonged (60%) or sort 

of belonged (20%) at their previous school (see Table 17). Of all the students who felt 
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they belonged, a large majority of them said they belonged because of their relationships 

with adults and peers (67%). One student reported belonging because "like, I really knew 

like the teachers." Another student said, "like everybody in the school respected me, I 

missed that school.. .it was really fun." 

Table 17 

Domain of Belongingness Perceptions at Previous School 

Did You Feel Like You Belonged?^ 

No Sort of Yes 

Domain 
Interpersonal 

Adults 1 (11%) 1 (11) 6(22) 
Peers ~ 2(22) 1(4) 
Mixed 3(33) 3 (33) 11 (41) 

Learning/ 
Academics — 1(11) 5(19) 

School-level 2(22) — — 

I don't know 1(11) 1(11) ~ 

Can't Rate 2(22) 1(11) 4(15) 

TOTALS 9 9 27 

Note: All numbers are frequencies (percentages in parentheses) 
^ Percentages are for column totals. 

Students also felt they belonged for learning/academic reasons. As one student 

noted, 

I think I did because as soon as I got there, like I started getting everything I was, 
sometimes I wouldn't get something but they were always there to help me and as 
soon as I got there, like all the kids there they asked me if I wanted to be their friends 
and if I wanted to hang out with them at lunch and I just thought like I fit. 
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For another student, belonging meant, "being a good student." 

Students who didn't belong (20%) provided a variety of reasons. For some, it was 

about the quality of relationships. For others, they simply noted that school didn't offer 

what they wanted. And for others, it was about not doing well in school (they couldn't be 

smart, or felt they didn't get the academic help they required). 

Twenty percent of students said they felt they only "sort of belonged. When 

students reported a "moderate" view of belonging they were probed to describe the ways 

they felt they did and did not fit in. For example, when one student was asked the ways 

in which he felt he did belong, he said, "cause I had a lot of Mends and I got a long with 

everybody. I didn't have problems vdth nobody." However, when probed about they ways 

he felt he didn't belong, he said. 

When I was not good and didn't work, and the teacher gave me work and like I 
couldn't do it cause I didn't understand it cause like everyone was it was hard for her 
to explain it to everybody cause there were so many people and they vsdll be talking, 
or, and then she would have to go and tell them to be quiet, and that would take up the 
time, and that would happen to me and I really didn't understand it. 

Feelings of belongingness are complex and can include both positive and negative 

experiences. 

Frame of reference. Students were evenly divided in terms of the perspective they 

took in describing belongingness (33% psychological, 27% envirormiental, and 40% 

can't rate). An independent t test was calculated to see if students' composite PSSM2 

scores differed according to students' primary frame of reference (e.g., psychological or 

envirormiental). Mean PSSM2 score differences between students with an environmental 

perspective (M=54.50, SD=11.24, N=12) were not significantly different from those with 
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a psychological perspective [M=55.60, SD=6.55, N=15, t=3.18 (25),/?= .753 (two-

tailed)]. 

Perceptions of current school. Most students described their current school in 

positive (40%) or neutral terms (38%). Some students characterized it negatively (9%) 

and others gave responses that were not ratable (13%) (see Table 18). 

Table 18 

Frequencies of Location Ascriptions Based on Positive, Negative, or Neutral 

Characterizations in Current School 

Qualitative Ascriptions® 

Domain 
Interpersonal 

Adults 
Peers 
Mixed 

Learning/ 
Academics 

School-level 
Can't Rate 
TOTALS 

Negative 

1(25) 
3(75) 

Neutral 

2 (12) 

3(18) 

1(6) 
6(35) 
5(30) 
17 

Positive 

2(11) 
1(6) 
5(28) 

8(44) 
2(11) 
18 

Can't Rate 

1(17) 

1(17) 
2(33) 
2(33) 
6 

Note; All numbers are frequencies (percentages in parentheses). 
® Percentages are for column totals. 

A relatively large sample of students liked the school for school-level reasons and 

commented on the physical stature of teachers (big/small), physical school environment 

(did it have a soccer field), and social norms (were rules fair?). For example, one student 

said, 
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It's really nice, it's cool be cause a teacher can talk to us and, because it ain't that big. 
The teachers treat us equally, maybe there is one or another person that doesn't like 
me, but that don't make me no harm, and if people talk about me behind my back, I 
would ignore them cause I know it ain't true, or I'll know it is true and I know it isn't 
fair. 

Two other students talked about the size of the school as reasons why they liked it, 

I like it cause it's not that big and at schools that are very big you like, like in this 
school, you can memorize the classes real fast, and then like if you're in another 
school, you like on my god, which class do I go which way was it. Stuff like that. I 
like this school. 

I like, I kind of don't like the way it's small, but then again I do because you get more 
attention from the teachers, some times it's like who are these students in this class, 
it's really hard so I kind of like that. 

A similar percentage of students ascribed the quality of interpersonal relationships 

as the primary reasons why they felt positively about being at the school. One student 

liked the school simply because "everybody is nice to me." Another student said, "I have 

a lot of friends, my teachers and nice principal and it's, I just like this school." Another 

student said that they liked school because "I made new friends and teachers." Thus, 

many students liked their new school because they felt a part of it or because they felt the 

school was manageable and had things to offer. 

A minority of students didn't like the school and provided school-level reasons. 

One student conmiented that they didn't like the current school because people thought of 

it as a "ghetto" school. When asked what that meant, the student replied, "Like it doesn't 

have everything like a snack bar, it's cheap, it doesn't have enough money." The student 

goes on to say. 

Everybody thinks this school is ghetto, like we can't afford a nurse, that's why they 
made the student council so we could afford it. But, I wanted to go to like [school 
name] cause they have a bigger classroom than over here all the classrooms are small. 
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the school is small, we don't have our own PE here, we don't have no basketball 
court, we have nothing. 

Most students felt they belonged with equal numbers expressing school-level and 

interpersonal relationships as reasons why. In contrast to the last school where some 

students didn't like it because of relationships with teachers, no students said about this 

school that they didn't like it because of interpersonal relationships (with teachers, peers, 

or both). 

Belongingness at present school. Students felt they belonged (67%) or sort of 

belonged (26%) at the new school and 7% indicated they did not belong (see Table 19). 

An independent t test showed that students who felt they belonged (M=58.30, SD=5.04) 

had significantly higher PSSM2 scores than students who did not belong [M=38.00, 

SD=2.65; t (30) = 6. 81,/»=.000 (two-tailed)]. 

Students who felt they belonged did mostly because of interpersonal reasons. 

One student felt he belonged because he "has friends." Another student because, "I get 

along with people, I mean I don't have enemies or anything like that. That's how I feel 

about it, I don't know about other people." One student belonged because "almost 

everybody is friendly to me," or according to another student, "they treat me well. Like 

teachers and the aides treat me well." For one student, it was about being included. This 

student felt he was "not left out in anything. Um, a lot of kids here know me, and I am 

included in stuff." 

A few students believed that they belonged for reasons other than interpersonal. 

One student expressed a school-level reason. 
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I think I fit in here because the, you know, like I said the school is not too big and I 
usually feel really comfortable when I could talk to the teachers or the aides and tell 
them you know just pop in. I just like talking to them and that's one way that I feel 
like I fit in. 

For this student, the school size played central role in his/her comfort level in 

approaching others. 

Table 19 

Domain of Belongingmss Perceptions at Current School 

Do You Feel Like You Belong Here?® 

No Sort of Yes 
Domain 
Interpersonal 

Adults -- - 3 (10) 
Peers 1(33%) 3 (27) 7(24) 
Mixed - 3 (27) 10(35) 

Learning/ 
Academics 

School-level 1 (33) 1 (9) 1(3) 
I don't know 1(33) 2(18) 2(7) 
Can't Rate -- 2(18) 6(21) 

TOTALS 3 n 29 
Note: All numbers are frequencies (percentages in parentheses) 
^ Percentages are for column totals. 

Frame of reference. An independent t test was calculated to see if students' 

composite PSSM2 scores differed according to students' primary frame of reference (e.g., 

psychological or environmental). Mean differences were not significant, however 

students holding an environmental perspective reported relatively higher mean PSSM2 

scores (M=58.09, SD=7.67, N=10) than students with a psychological perspective 

(M=52.467, SD=8.56,N=15) [t=1.72 {2A),p= .094 (two-tailed)]. 
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Motivational Profiles of Specific Student Groups 

Students seeking a fi-esh start. Interview data yielded a subset of students who 

reported negative experiences at their past school. Although a large majority of students 

were either neutral or positive about their past school (n=34), it seemed useful to explore 

more fully the comments presented by students with bad histories to see what (if 

anything) changed from their past to current school. 

Eleven students expressed negative experiences at their last school and their 

interview responses are presented in Table 20. Across all eleven students, six claimed it 

was a negative experience out right. Three other students were more neutral in their 

descriptions but felt they did not belong. One student's comments were missing and one 

student believed their past school was "great;" however, these two students were included 

among those who viewed their previous school negatively because they didn't feel they 

belonged. 

In this cohort there were six males and five females, seven sixth-graders, three 

seventh-graders and one eighth-grader. All students wanted to change from their prior 

school to this current one (seven out of ten students reported the highest degree of 

wanting to change schools and three reported the next to highest desire to change). Both 

interview and survey data suggest that things got better in the transition from previous 

school to current one. In this cohort, students' PSSM2 composite scores ranged from 51 

to 63 and ten out of eleven students (91%) said they fit in at their new school. Most 

students in this cohort felt they didn't fit in (73%) or only sort of fit in (27%) at their 

previous school. In contrast, almost all of them felt they fit in at their current school. 



Table 20 
Students Whose Experiences Improved 

ID 198 
Gender M 
Grade 8 
MTC (l=Iow through 4=high) 3/4 
Days Absent 4.5 
Student Reported GPA Mostly B's 
QIM [missing] 
Q2M [missing] 
Primary Frame of Reference [missing 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? 
Did you feel you 

belonged there? 
In what ways did you 

feel you belonged? 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 
Do you feel you fit in here? 
In what ways? 

I didn't like it 

No 

Cause like that school 
was for troubled kids, 
like kids who couldn't go 
anywhere else, or if they 
were on probation or 
something. And I wasn't, 
was just there. 

51 
Yes 
[missing] 

127 
M 
7 
3/4 
3.5 
Some B's/Some C's 
6.67 (C+) 
9.33 (B) 
Psychological 

105 
M 
6 
4/4 
14.0 
Some A's/Some B's 
9.83 (B+) 
8.83 (B) 
Psychological 

Not good Not so good 

A little Sort of 

Belonged because of friends I don't know 
Didn't belong because didn't 
have anyone to talk to. 

54 
Yeah 
[missing] 

(Table continues) 

55 
Yeah 
That I have friends, I have some 
Aides I like, I have friends 



ID 130 128 341 

Gender F M F 
Grade 6 6 7 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 4/4 4/4 4/4 
Days Absent 2.0 9.0 1.5 
Student Reported GPA Mostly A's [missing] Some A's/Some B's 
Q1 M 12.33 (A) 5.0 (C-) 7.17 (C+) 
Q2M 12.17 (A) 6.0 (C) [missing] 
Primary Frame of Reference Psychological Environmental Psychological/environmental 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? I didn't really like I didn't like it It was boring. Nobody 
it cause nobody talk talked to me. This school 
to you over there is more fun 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? At the same time I did, No No 

but the same time, well 
most of the time I didn't. 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? In the ways that nobody like Teachers were I don't know, because 

I feel like nobody wanted to there. mad at me I'm Mexican 
And, they're like I don't know, 
it was like weird 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 58 61 60 
Do you feel you fit in here? Yeah Yeah Yes 

In what ways? [missing] I don't know Cause there are a lot of people that 
noticed already and then there is a lot of 
people that like me, the way I am and I don't 
know, it's better here 

(Table continues) 



ID 294 171 

Gender F M 
Grade 6 7 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 4/4 4/4 
Days Absent 19.5 2.0 
Student Reported GPA Mostly A's Mostly A's 
Q1 M [missing] 10.83 (A-) 
Q2M [missmg] 11.67(A)  
Primary Frame of Reference Psychological Psychological 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous um, I don't know, they didn't really teach It was small. It was like easier for 
school? that much. I don't know, they just passed the teachers to like work with the 

you so I guess they won't have you there Students but it was too small, we 
didn't have no books and everything 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? Not really Not really 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? I don't know, cause when I last went there. There was nothing. There was nobody 

it was like probably about three years ago. I could talk Spanish to 
cause I didn't go to school for like two years 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 55 59 

Do you feel you fit in here? Yeah Yep 
In what ways? I have friends and everything, and I'm like I have friends, there is a lot of people that speak the 

most of my friends, not all outgoing, like same language as me. 
different from everybody, just cause I don't know, 
like some of the people to have boyfriends or 
girlfriends and then they just dump them for no reason 
Everything is a joke to them and stuff. And to me I take 
steps to listen cause I am like older than everyone, and 
sometimes it feels, like it's kind of dumb that I'm here cause 
like all the other kids are younger than me and I'm all older 
and they still play kid games and stuff. 

(Table continues) 



ID 115 150 

Gender F F 
Grade 6 6 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 4/4 3/4 
Days Absent 3.0 2.0 
Student Reported GPA Some A's/Some B's [missmg] 
Q1M 10.00 (B+)  5 .83 (C)  
Q2M 8.17 (B-)  4 .50 (C-)  
Prunary Frame of Reference Environmental Environmental/Psychological 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 
Do you feel you fit in here? 
In what ways? 

It had a lot of problems. Like everybody I could 
not even go do something right cause every like, if 
there's a teacher's pet everybody would be talking 
about you and you could not even give something 
to a teacher, some present or if you like her or if 
you want to be her pet. 

No 

[excessively long answer] 

No 

because, if you had like in summer, if you went in 
shorts, they're like you're like stupid because you're 
wearing shorts that summer time you should wear pants. 
But I was like wrong, because they were like in winter, 
if you wear pants, they're like you're stupid because 
you're wearing pants, better to wear shorts. 

63 
Yeah 
they treat me well. Like teachers and the aides 
treat me well. 

(Table continues) 

Cause they're never listening to me. Like 
my friend says, I thought I was invisible. 

55 
Sometimes 
Cause when, I don't really know. 



ID 134 
Gender M 
Grade 6 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) [missing] 
Days Absent 8.50 
Student Reported GPA Some A's/Some B's 
QIM 9.67 (B+) 
Q2M 10.83 (A-) 
Primary Frame of Reference Environmental 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? Great. We had um, a nice teacher. Almost nobody yelled. 
Sometimes we had like [inaudible] that's all. 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? No 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? I don't know, like, I don't know. I don't know 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 55 

Do you feel you fit inhere? Yeah 

In what ways? I don't know. Almost everybody is friendly to me. 
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Students whose belongingness perceptions declined. For a subset of students, 

school-level experiences deteriorated. Seven students v^ho reported lov^est PSSM2 

composite scores at the new school were identified as a cohort for which things may have 

deteriorated from past to current school. Their interview responses are presented in Table 

21. Students for whom school did not facilitate better relationships or experiences from 

previous school were all male and mostly young (five out of six of them were sixth-

graders, one was an eighth-grader). A review of student comments suggests that all of 

these students had positive experiences with their previous school. In contrast, most of 

them reported negative experiences at the current school. Thus, for a subset of students, 

schooling experiences declined as they transitioned from one school to a new one. 

Belongingness is complex. There were inconsistencies between students' verbal 

descriptions of belongingness and their PSSM2 scores. Four students expressed moderate 

levels of belongingness at their new school yet their PSSM2 scores were relatively low. 

For example, one sixth-grader said that he felt he fit in "a little" because "some people 

treat you right and some people don't..." In contrast to this "moderate" view, this 

student's PSSM2 composite score was low in comparison to the rest of the sample (a 

score of 37,2 SD below the mean). Three other students also had low PSSM2 scores 

(two with 42, one with 44) but both expressed a "moderate" level of fitting in because 

they had good friendships. This anecdotal information suggests that feelings of 

belongingness are complex and that survey data alone might not represent the full range 

of students' perceptions and experiences. 



Table 21 
Students Whose Experiences Declined. 

ID 
Gender 
Grade 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 
Days Absent 
Student Reported GPA 
QIM 
Q2M 
Primary Frame of Reference 

117 
M 
6 
1/4  
14.5 
Some A's/Some B' 
4.33 
4.50 
Environmental 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? It's cool 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? Yes 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? It was bad; 

You could get 
suspended. 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 36 

Do you feel you fit in here? No 
In what ways? 

116 
M 
6 
[missing] 
17.5 
Mostly B's 
6.67 
5.83 
Psychological 

It was fun there, you had a bigger, a big classroom. 
We all had a big cafeteria, we had a big playground. I had more 
friends, I had friends. Lots and lots of friends over there than I do here. I 
don't know everyone that much. There are some people that were in 
my class last year and some people that weren't. 

Yes 

Because my teacher, she helped me, she knows when I need help, when I have a 

problem, she'll handle that with me. I, my teacher she know how, she knows 
what kind of hard work I like and what not, what things I don't like. Um, she 
knows, she knows that I do good, that I always get good grades, and 

37 

No 
I don't know I have friends here it's just they, I don't like this school because 
they, why would I want to fit in with people who do drugs and stuff, I don't 
want to fit in. 

(Table continues) 



ID 
Gender 
Grade 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 
Days Absent 
Student Reported GPA 
Q1 M 
Q2M 
Primary Frame of Reference 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 

Do you feel you fit in here? 

In what ways? 

225 
M 
6 
1/4 
6.5  
Mostly C's 
[missing] 
[missing] 
Environmental 

Better than this, way better. 

Yes 

They treating me right and that school 
the principal she is nice and that this 
principal here she got an attitude. 

37 

A little 

Some people treat you right and some 
People don't and that teachers don't 
Treat you right, but the aides do 

237 
M 
6 
4/4 
23.0 
[missing] 
5.33 
7.67 
[missing] 

[missing] 

Kind of 

Playing with friends, the teacher, and 5"* grade one and that's it 

41 

um, not that much 

They don't have a soccer field, I like soccer 

(Table continues) 

K) 
-4 



ID 
Gender 
Grade 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 
Days Absent 
Student Reported GPA 
Q1 M 
Q2M 
Primary Frame of Reference 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 

Do you feel you fit in here? 

In what ways? 

195 
M 
8 
2/4 
4.0 
Some C's/Some B's 
4.83 
6.17 
[missing] 

It was cool the year that I got 
into a fight with the principal 

Yes 

With some of the teachers, hard 
to be with 

42 

Um, sort of 

um, with some of the, some of my 
friends, some of them, they are nice 

122 
M 
6 
3/4 
3.5  
Some C's/Some B's 
[missing] 
[missing] 
Psychological 

It was all right. It was kind of cool cause we got chocolate 
milk everyday. It was better than this school because like the 
teachers were nice and we got to go on big time field trips like 
we got to go to LA 

Yes 

um, [inaudible] and my teachers were nice to me and I could 
to them whenever I want. 

44 

Yes 

I feel like cause I have friends that are my friends and other 
people, they don't have friends I sometimes I can't be their 
friends because they're just like that and they don't fit in 
because they have to go to another school. 

(Table continues) 



ID 301 
Gender M 
Grade 6 
MTC (l=low through 4=high) 1/4 
Days Absent 3.0 
Student Reported GPA Mostly A's 
QIM 11.33 
Q2M 11.67 
Primary Frame of Reference Psychological 

HISTORY BELONGING 
What did you think 

of your previous school? It was a little bit better than this school. Cause that school already has started, it's not barely built, and if 
they did they have a good principal cause she knows how to handle things cause she's been experienced 
there even though she was once a teacher and then moved onto the next level, she knew how to get started, 
even though she started a long time ago. I asked her one question when she became a principal what 
happened the fu-st tune, and she said that she knew what to do and handle, cause she wanted that school to 
be perfect. And, it did happen and sometimes she didn't know what to do cause the situation was too big to 
handle and she had to call school police. And, even though the school if it barely started and this one too, 1 
think the pueblo gardens would do much better than this school 

Did you feel you 
belonged there? Kind of 

In what ways did you 
feel you belonged? Well for example, the teachers, the teachers had a way of speaking and stuff that was what good 

CURRENT BELONGING 
PSSM2 score 42 

Do you feel you fit in here? Kind of 

In what ways? Well I have a lot of friends here, friends that I know at pueblo gardens and well, that's pretty much it. I just 
think it's pretty much about my studies and the year is coming up before I leave this school. 
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Data also suggest that students' general impressions of school ("Climate") do not 

necessarily predict how they view themselves as school participants ("Belong"). Students 

may see the school as a positive place but may not necessarily view themselves as fitting 

in with it. Two variables were identified to explore the relationship of students' 

perceptions of "Climate" and their levels of belongingness, i.e.," Belong." First, students' 

affective descriptions of the general school climate were identified (positive, neutral, or 

negative). Then, students who felt they belonged (or sort of belonged) were grouped into 

one "high belong" group and students who said they did not belonged were grouped into 

one "low belong" group. The result was a three-by-two configuration that places students 

into one of six Climate/Belong categories (positive/high belong; neutral/high belong; 

negative/high belong; positive/low belong; neutral/low belong; and negative/low belong). 

Each student received a climate/belong descriptor for past and present school. 

Only students v^th complete interview data on these two variables and in both contexts 

were included (n=33). Demographic characteristics of these students and their 

environmental/belongingness profiles over time (i.e., from past to cxirrent school) are 

displayed in Table 22. Of particular relevance are students whose belongingness 

perceptions went up or down. For example, student 28 felt like she belonged more at her 

current school in part because teachers there treated her well. In contrast, at her last 

school she found it hard to be a teacher's pet. Student 30 viewed his current school as 

more fair in contrast to his last school where he got into trouble. Student 26 was a target 

of teachers at the previous school and felt imfairly blamed for classroom disruptions. In 

contrast, he viewed teachers at his new school as more fair. For this student, changing to 
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a new school provided him an opportunity to start with a "clean slate" with teachers who 

didn't know his "reputation." This school had a positive effect on one highly motivated 

female student and several behaviorally disruptive male students. Students' perceptions of 

their school climate and the way they see themselves as members of it are complex and 

multifaceted. 

Table 22 

Change in Belongingness Perceptions Over Time 

Student ID Grade Level/Gender MTC T1-T2 
Change's/Read® 

Days Absent 

Belongingness Improvement 
Negative/No Belong—Positive/Belong 

26 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=4) +/+6 9 

Negative/No Belong—Neutral/Belong 
27 Eighth-Grade Male (MTC=3) ./-17 4.5 

Neutral/No Belong—Positive/Belong 
28 Sixth-Grade Female (MTC=4) -1+2 3 

Positive/No Belong—Positive/Belong 
29 Sixth-Grade Male (missing) +/-21 8.5 
30 Sixth-Grade Female (MTC=3) -/+16 2 

Belongingness Maintenance 
Positive/Belong—Positive/Belong 

31 Sixth-Grade Female (MTC=4) +/0 8 
32 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=4) +/- 3 
33 Sixth-Grade female (MTC=4) (missing) 14 

(Table continues) 

This represents whether students report card grade average went up or down from report card one to 
report card two 
^ This column represents the NCE change in achievement score from beginning to end of the school year. 
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Student ID Grade Level/Gender MTC T1-T2 Days Absent 
Change/Read 

1 Sixth-Grade Female (MTC=2) 
2 Seventh-Grade Male (NA) (MTC=3) 
3 Eighth-Grade Male (MTC=3) 
4 Sixth-Grade Female (MTC=4) 
5 Seventh-Grade Female (MTC=3) 

+/-16 
(missing) 
-/+3 
-/+6 

-/-

19.5 
1.5 
2.5 
3.5 
10.5 

Belongingness Decline 
Positive/Belong—Neutral/No Belong 

6 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=1) +/-3 14.5 

Positive/Belong—Negative/No Belong 
1 Sixth-Grade Male (missing) -1-6 17.5 

Environmental Improvement 
Negative/Belong—Positive/Belong 

8 Sixth-Grade Male 
9 Seventh-Grade Male 

(MTC=4) 
(MTC=3) 

-1-5 
+/+12 

14 
3.5 

Negative/Belong—Neutral/Belong 
10 Sixth-Grade F emale (MTC=4) -1+6 2 

Neutral/Belong—Positive/Belong 
11 Sixth-Grade Female 
12 Sixth-Grade Female 

(MTC=4) 
(MTC=4) 

-/-16 
-1-6 

1.5 
5.5 

Environmental Maintenance 
Neutral/Belong—Neutral/Belong 

13 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=4) 
14 Sixth Grade Female (White)(MTC=3) 
15 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=4) 
16 Seventh-Grade Female (MTC=3) 

+/+1 
-/-8 
-/+8 
-/+10 

7.5 
5 
19 
9 

Environmental Decline 
Positive/Belong—Neutral/Belong 

17 Sixth-Grade Male (White) (MTC=3) 
18 Sixth-Grade Female (missing) 

-/+8 
-/+10 

3.5 
9.5 

(Table continues) 
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Student ID Grade Level/Gender MTC T1-T2 Days Absent 
Change/Read 

19 Sixth-Grade male (MTC=2) +/. 7.5 
20 Eighth-Grade Female (MTC=4) +/+24 0.5 
21 Sixth-Grade Female (White) (MTC=4) 0/-8 8 
22 Eighth-Grade Female (MTC=3) +/+12 6 
23 Seventh-Grade Female (MTC=3) -/. 12.5 

Positive/Belong—Negative/Belong 
24 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=3) +/+2 2.5 

Neutral/Belong—Negative/Belong 
25 Sixth-Grade Male (MTC=1) +/-1 3 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This section provides an overview of the participants and school setting as a 

backdrop to a summary of study results. This is followed by a description of the study 

limitations and implications. Lastly, I use study results to describe a theory of "fresh 

starts motivation" from which suggestions for future research are presented. 

The School 

This was a study of 45 middle school students who attended a brand new charter 

school during its initial year of operation (2001-2002). The school contained 150 

students and 7 teachers. It was created by local community members who wanted to 

develop a "community" school that was closer in proximity than middle schools to which 

students were bussed as part of a desegregation initiative. Based on its locale, teachers, 

administrators, and foimding school board members viewed the school's opening as a 

promising beginning to help parents forge better relationships with their children and 

their school. The school was viewed as a good addition to the local community because 

of its potential for providing quality, supportive adult-youth relationships. 

The principal chosen to start the school was a white male with considerable 

teaching and administrative experience. He came out of retirement to start the school 

(with a commitment of one year). He handpicked each teacher who helped him make 

decisions regarding school fimctioning. This involved joint decisions around the physical 

environment (e.g., classroom structvire, seating designs), curricula (mathematics/reading 

programs), and academic scheduling (what kind of schedule will be implemented? How 
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will students be grouped? How long will transitions be?). Anecdotal evidence suggested 

that this principal was highly committed to the school; however, by October, conflicts 

between him and the school board led to his early resignation and the hiring of a new 

principal. 

Seven teachers were mostly white and mostly female. Among them, there was a 

range of experience (some with upwards of 25 years, and one teacher who was brand 

new). Interview data are presented elsewhere; however, anecdotal information suggests 

that teachers were highly committed to this school. Importantly, many of them chose to 

work in this school because students were viewed as "at risk" and the commimity in need 

of high quality education. Further, several teachers with extensive teaching experience in 

schools serving mostly white, middle class populations were seeking a dramatically 

different environment in which to refine and challenge their teaching skills. 

The school served a population of mostly Hispanic students who resided in a 

nearby low income neighborhood. Most students were Spanish/English bilingual. 

However, there was wide variation across students in terms of their English language 

proficiency. Some students spoke and wrote English relatively well and indeed, English 

was the primary language at home and school. In contrast, many students' primary 

language was Spanish (and parents only spoke Spanish); however, they were moderately 

proficient with verbal and written English. There were a few students who were 

beginning to learn English and required special ESL training. Notably, because the school 

was in its first year of operation, there was no consistent system in place for helping ESL 

students. During my time at the school, I witnessed some students being pulled out to 
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work with an ESL teacher. However, the teacher was irregularly at the school and thus 

students did not have a regular ESL program. And, because teachers did not speak 

Spanish, many teachers were left to figure out a way to teach ESL students using other 

methods (such as asking peers to help translate lessons). 

The school was built as a way to create community. However, the teachers, 

principals, and board members each had a different vision of what "community" meant 

and how it should be created. Overtime, it became evident that board members felt that 

the school's role was to provide a gathering place for parents and their children. In 

contrast, the original principal and teachers felt that "community" was essential for 

building a safe environment where students could maximally learn. Importantly, these 

two "visions" conflicted greatly. Board members de-emphasized those approaches that 

focused more squarely on student learning. By contrast, they were more interested in 

increasing parent involvement and having the school open during after school hours. 

Teachers were committed to helping students improve their academic performance. Thus, 

teachers and board members often disagreed on how best to run the school. Importantly, 

teachers were strongly aligned with one another in terms of their approach with students. 

Thus, a sense of "community" among teachers seemed to have been created even though 

they were in conflict with members of the school board. 

Throughout the school year, teachers utilized a behavioral compliance-oriented 

approach to classroom management. Aides and volunteers were asked to provide help 

"monitoring" students' behavior. Adults were seen as the "law makers" of the classroom. 

Initially I was put in a position where I was an authority figure, and not one to be trusted. 
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However, by the second time I visited the school, I broke from this "pre assigned" role 

and to hang out with the kids and to talk to them on their terms. This seemed to work 

with most of the small groups with which I sat. Thus, commimity did not seem to exist 

initially as there were many student-adult battles for "control" of the environment and the 

activities within it. 

Student Improvement Over Time 

From the beginning of the year to the end of the year, conversations with 

teachers and anecdotal observations in the school suggested that students improved over 

time. In the beginning of the year, there was a heightened sense of chaos, in individual 

classrooms and throughout the school as a whole. At the beginning of the year, most 

students, both young and old, had difficulties paying attention in class. Further, most 

students came to school unprepared (e.g., students lost pencils regularly, didn't carry 

book bags, and rarely had paper on which to write). Teachers commented that they were 

surprised by how little "studenting" skills these students exhibited. Importantly, however, 

by the end of the year, all teachers commented that students made significant progress 

both in their learning and behavior. They attributed this moderate level of success to 

consistent attention to students and "caring" about them every day. Many of these 

students came from other schools where they had felt that teachers were only interested in 

getting them to the next level (and out of their classroom). Thus, teachers believed that 

the connections they made with students made a difference in helping them to feel more a 

part of this school. 



138 

Parent Involvement 

This school was also established with the goal of increased parent participation in 

student lives. In the fall, the principal held an open house where parents met teachers and 

heard a presentation of the goals of the school. The principal presented a graph of the 

school's level of achievement (which was significantly low). The purpose was to send a 

message to parents that their support was important to their child's academic success. The 

message was "let's work together to bolster these scores." While I thought this was 

useful in enlisting parents' help, I also thought that the implicit tone of the presentation 

may have "scared" parents (and teachers) into assuming blame if students' achievement 

did not change over time. Thus, at the beginning of the year, there was a focused attempt 

to include parents as agents of the school—^parents were being asked to help their child at 

home with their school work and to validate the goals of schooling in general. However, 

it is unclear what type of message parents came away with because the presentation was 

technical (graphs of student data) and the overriding call to parents ambiguous because 

no strategies or skills were provided to help them become effective supports to their 

child. 

At this open house, there were opportunities for parents to sign up and to 

volunteer. Some parents did sign up and ultimately, a few spent considerable time at the 

school. Still, given the range of needs of the school, there was low parent involvement 

defined by parental presence at the school. However, parents were not uninterested in 

what happened at the school. During the spring of the first year, there was a serious 

incident where a student brought in a parent's blood pressure medicine and shared it with 
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her friends. Right after it happened, there was an open house where parents were invited 

to discuss how the school would react to the incident and where they could voice their 

concerns and questions. There was considerable turn out for this event and many parents 

expressed their concerns. 

Parents came to the school and demanded an explanation. Indeed, parents were 

interested in supporting their kid and were highly vested in their child's best interest. One 

of the aides told me that many of the parents were in the office making disparaging 

remarks about the principal. Parents were allegedly irate that students were suspended 

from school for bringing drugs when so many other kids get away with other behavior. 

Apparently parents had knowledge that other students have come to school with drugs 

and/or weapons, but they weren't suspended (apparently because school officials were 

not aware of it). Thus, they were upset the principal was taking such "extreme action" 

against their children. Some parents called local news agencies and the story of students 

taking drugs at the school was "all over the news." One parent thought it was a problem 

that there appeared to be few if any adults around during lunchtime. One outcome was 

that aides now wear bright vests during extended periods of time when students are 

outside. Still, adult monitoring at the school remains uneven. 

Summary of Results 

The Importance of Choice 

The first step in developing a theory of "fresh starts motivation" was to document 

differences in students' motivation to change school. A two-way analysis of variance 

examining whether there was an interaction effect or main effect by gender and/or grade-
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level was non-significant. Although I had predicted that younger students wanted to 

come to this school more than older students and that females more than males, 

statistically, there were no differences across students and their MTC. 

However, when students' responses were analyzed qualitatively, data suggest that 

all students with the lowest MTC were sixth-grade males. All three of the most 

"resistant" students were males who reported that it was their mother's idea to come to 

this school. The pattern of young males resisting female authority and decisions for 

school is an interesting finding that could be a developmentally or culturally relevant 

phenomenon. For example, it could be that the mother-son relationship in Hispanic 

culture, as it develops through the preteen/teen years, becomes more conflicting. The 

male behavior of disagreeing with the mother figure could have as much to do with 

developing machismo attitudes as it does with a developmental need to assert 

individuality. 

Students Felt Like They Belonged 

Students generally felt like they belonged in this school as documented by 

relatively high and homogenous school belongingness composite scores (PSSM2). 

Predictably, girls reportedly belonged more than boys. There are a few hypotheses as to 

why girls feel they are a part of school culture more than boys. For example, one 

perspective suggests that girls are more relationally oriented than boys and therefore they 

are more Ukely to notice or engage in relationships with others. However, it could also be 

simply a methodological issue—an artifact of survey questions. Although girls' mean 

composite PSSM2 scores were higher than boys, boys were more varied with respect to 
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whether they felt they belonged than girls. This trend of more variation among males is 

evident in other studies (e.g., Gentry, Gable, & Rizza, 2002; Tsang, 2001) where the 

distribution of scores on attitudinal surveys is more spread out for males than for females. 

It is difficult to know what to make of the result that boys are more varied. It 

could be that boys are more apt to use scale endpoints in relating their attitudes and 

beliefs. However, it could also be that boys feel more strongly than girls that they do (or 

do not) fit in. That is, in responding to questions of getting along with others, boys could 

hold more disparate beliefs about these relationships than do girls. Although this is a 

possible interpretation, it seems unlikely. Interview data suggested that boys and girls 

were equally capable of being shy or of withholding their thoughts and beliefs as they are 

of expressing themselves. Some males were excessively open to sharing and in contrast, 

some females were very hesitant. More research needs to be conducted to examine the 

extent and significance of this finding. 

The Role of Choice in Student Beliefs and Behavior 

The actual (or imagined) role of student choice in coming to this school is 

related to school outcomes in various ways. In general, students who wanted to come to 

this school viewed the school as a more welcoming place than those who didn't want to 

come. Thus, the role of choice or desire to come to a new school had a significant bearing 

on students' perceptions of whether they fit in. Given that many have espoused the 

importance of belongingness for healthy developmental outcomes (e.g., Osterman, 2000), 

it seems important to research further the role of school choice when parents have options 

to choose which school their child might attend. 



142 

In contrast to the above finding, I also found that the level of motivation to come 

to this school had no bearing on students' academic performance. Thus, how much a 

student wanted to go to this school did not predict their achievement. This is not to 

suggest, however, that student choice to change schools is unimportant. This study did 

not look at whether MTC strengthens or weakens relationships between achievement and 

other motivational variables (such as expectations for success or value for school). It 

could be that when students want to attend school, these relationships are strengthened, 

motivation enhanced, and achievement impacted positively. 

Students' level of motivation to change schools was unrelated to school absences. 

I predicted that students who wanted to go to this school would be less likely to be 

absent. Indeed, across both MTC levels, students varied with respect to how many days 

they were absent, and even students who were vehemently against coming to this school 

were absent a lot (14 days) and a little (3 days). I thought that the more students would 

want to come to this school, the more likely it would be that they wouldn't miss school. 

This initial prediction failed to acknowledge that there are many reasons for missing 

school. For example, a student might have a high desire to come to a new school but 

once there, he/she could get really sick, or have some sort of family emergency that might 

affect absenteeism. In contrast, students with high desire to change schools might have 

high expectations for what the new school will be like, but when these expectations are 

not met, it could lead to a withdrawal from school. In contrast, a student who was 

resistant to come to the school might, after many positive school-related experiences, 

decide that they really like school and work hard not to be absent. Further, independent 
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of students' interests in being in school, some parents are more insistent that their 

children attend schools than are others. 

The Value of Belongingness Beliefs 

Consistent with what others have reported (Battistich et al. 1995; Osterman, 

2000), belongingness beliefs were not related to student achievement. In her review of 

belongingness research, Osterman (2000) noted that there is little evidence of a direct 

relationship between belongingness and achievement. However, belongingness has been 

related to cognitive (e.g., perceptions of self) and emotional (feelings of happiness) 

variables that in turn affect achievement outcomes (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). 

In this study, belongingness was significantly (and negatively) related to 

absenteeism when the effects of achievement were controlled. Thus, here the quality of 

school experience as perceived by the student predicted school attendance. This seems 

an important social policy point and one that is often overlooked. Indeed, many schools 

fail to nurture students' need for belongingness in favor of more emphasis on 

achievement. Given the replicated finding that a high sense of belongingness has positive 

relationship with quality of life variables (higher self esteem), it seems important that 

more research be conducted to understand more fully how belongingness needs are met 

in academic settings. 

Many policymakers believe that time on task is a critical variable to student 

learning. However, the learning process is compromised if students don't "show up" for 

school because they don't feel a part of the school culture. Policymakers must pay more 

attention to those aspects of schooling, such as the informal curriculimi (McCaslin & 



144 

Good, 1996), that are important for decreasing absenteeism and increasing motivation 

and ultimately academic performance. 

When correlations among achievement, absenteeism, and belongingness were 

differentiated by gender and grade-level, an interesting finding emerged. The 

relationship between seventh- and eighth-graders level of belongingness and absenteeism 

was significantly (and negatively) related. This could suggest that for older students, 

belongingness perceptions are especially critical for them to show up. Belongingness 

keeps some students in school, whereas for others, it has little effect. 

Frame of Reference 

The frame of reference variable emerged from the interview data. When these 

data were coded, students tended to respond in one of two ways. The first was when 

students used language that was "psychological" in nature and where the student referred 

to herself in the active first person (e.g., I liked school, I liked my friends) (Symonds, 

1949). In contrast, a second group of students primarily referred to themselves in the 

more reactive second person (e.g., others liked me, teachers were good to me). This 

distinction was extremely interesting and motivated me to review the literature to see if 

others had discussed this distinction. I found that Peter Woods, a British sociologist also 

argued this distinction as the "I" versus the "we" phenomenon. He notes (Woods, 1992, 

pp. 346-347), 

The "I" part of the self is the more spontaneous, impulsive initiator of action. The 
"Me" is the product of viewing oneself as object, as one would be viewed by another. 
Thus, there will be a defined "Me" in relation to each of the roles that we perform. 
The "I" and "Me" are in constant interaction with each other....The "I" is the 
response of the organism to the attitudes of the others; the "Me" is the organized set 
of attitudes of others which one himself assumes. 
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I find this to be an interesting distinction in thinking about how an individual views 

him/herself in relation to another. Indeed, this distinction as articulated by Woods is 

similar to McClelland's description of value versus motive. In his theory, values are the 

"me" component and motives are the "I" (McClelland, 1985). 

In this study, there were no belongingness differences based on an individual's 

frame of reference, but as noted earlier, the reliability for this code was low (.60). This 

lack of significant finding could be due to error in the coding system. However, this 

variable may prove to be a useful distinction in thinking about how students describe 

what it means to belong in a variety of settings. 

Motivational Profiles 

Many students liked their previous school and cited interpersonal reasons for 

feeling that way. Similarly, many students felt they belonged at their last school, because 

of the quality of interpersonal relations. Thus, most of the sample seemed to feel okay at 

their last school. Similarly, many students liked the current school and felt they belonged. 

Students identified a range of reasons for liking each school and for why they felt they 

"belonged" there. For some, primary reasons were attributed to relationships with others. 

For others, it was about achievement. These distinctions might reveal students' primary 

motive disposition. Further research looking at students' projections of self could reveal 

relationships between unconscious need states and subsequent feelings of belongingness. 

In general, a higher proportion of students felt they belonged at the current school 

(91%) than at their previous one (80%). Still, a relatively high number of students both 

liked and felt they belonged in both schools. Interestingly, however, trends were 
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identified to describe students whose experiences got better and those for which it 

worsened. This finding could have little significance beyond documenting the complexity 

of students' perceptions of schools and their relationships to them and with other 

members. Still, it is useful in providing a more differentiated look at students in schools. 

The fact that students' perceptions of general school climate were not always 

correlated with the way they viewed themselves as participants raises questions about the 

nature of belongingness beliefs. Similarly, discrepancies between students' composite 

PSSM2 scores and their verbal descriptions of belongingness suggest that belongingness 

is potentially more complex than what survey methods alone can capture. 

Students Seeking a Fresh Start 

A group of students were identified who described notably negative experiences 

at their previous school. All of these students expressed a high degree of motivation to 

change schools and subsequently reported relatively high belongingness perceptions and 

positive school descriptions. This suggests that negative school trajectories can be 

changed. For some students, especially one high achieving female, and several males 

with prior behavioral difficulties, this school seemed to have a positive effect. 

A student's anticipatory goal set may be extremely relevant to the likelihood that a 

fi-esh start is achieved. A student who anticipates a positive change in setting is more 

likely to feel like they belong. In contrast, a student who resists the change, or who has a 

negative anticipatory goal for the change, will be more likely to resist "fitting in." 
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Decline in Belongingness 

A subset of students reported extremely low belongingness scores in their new 

school. For this cohort, the change to a new school was an unpleasant experience. 

Importantly, however, these students varied in terms of how much they wanted to come to 

the school (some a lot, some a little); thus, some students, although they may have liked 

their past school and wanted to change, ended up with negative perceptions of the current 

school. Arguably, there were school-level process variables that influenced a decrease in 

the quality of experience perceived by some students. 

Model of Belongingness: Toward a Theory of "Fresh Starts Motivation" 

A fresh start is defined here as an opportunity for redirecting an undesirable or 

unsatisfying life trajectory. A fresh start is a psychological, emotional, and physical 

phenomenon in that if we commit to it, it is hypothesized to change how we think, feel, 

and ultimately behave. For example, during the springtime, the familiar ritual "spring 

time cleaning" in which many adults engage, provides an opportunity to not only 

physically clean out the closet, but to psychologically let go of unpleasant feelings or 

thoughts. The physical act of cleaning out the house is a significant event that allows us 

to let go of the previous season and look forward to the next one. 

In this study, I considered the power of changing the type of school to which 

students attend as a way of formulating a theory of fresh starts motivation. Although I 

foxmd that many students weren't necessarily seeking a change, for those who were, the 

school change had mixed effects on their sense of belonging. For some, the opportunity 

to go to a new school, especially when the student really wanted a change, and when 
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things weren't going well at their previous school, was a positive, motivationally 

enhancing experience. For others, the change seemed to have deleterious effects. These 

students weren't ready for a change or were resistant to it. Thus, a fresh start enhanced, 

diminished, or in some cases, had no visible effect on subsequent motivation. 

Students' expectations for the new school (in the form of MTC) played a large 

role in subsequent feelings of belongingness. This result and evidence gleaned firom 

interviews suggests that when students have certain expectations about what school is 

going to be like, it affects how well they feel they fit in. For example, a fresh start is 

most powerful when a student desires a change and expects the change to be good. In 

contrast, if a student wants a change and has certain expectations for it that are 

unfulfilled, it could lead to diminished sense of belongingness and motivation. Thus, the 

role of student expectations (what do you think school will be like? What do you want to 

get from it) is an important part of fresh starts motivation. 

Individuals vary in their need for belongingness. Some are extremely sensitive to 

whether others include them, some are relatively hardy to peer rejection or isolation. 

Similarly, some students have relatively high need to feel they belong and indeed, a sense 

of belonging is primary to their motivational disposition. In contrast, others have much 

less need to feel they belong. In this study, it was evident that belongingness played a 

central role for some students, but only a minor role for others—at least as documented in 

the interview. Interestingly, however, belongingness attitudes covaried with the imit of 

analysis students were asked to comment upon (i.e., perceptions of the school in general 

and as it pertains to everyone versus perceptions of their own experiences). 
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Students' descriptions of the school climate versus their level of "fitting" in can be 

characterized in terms of a two-by-two table (see Figure 10). Quadrant A (Coimected) 

students are those who see the school positively and also see themselves as fitting in. In 

contrast, Quadrant D (Resistant) students see the school as an undesirable place and that 

they do not fit into it. Quadrant B (Adaptive) students describe the school in negative 

terms but still felt they fit in there. Lastly, Quadrant C students (Rejected/Isolated) 

describe the school positively but feel they do not fit. 

Students in this study were primarily "connected." Still, there were some students 

who didn't see the school as a positive place, but yet they felt like they fit in. For those 

students, fitting in may have meant finding a way to adapt to an undesirable environment. 

I also found there were a few students who saw the school as a positive environment, but 

reported they did not fit in. These students may be at increased risk for feeling like 

outsiders in an environment viewed as a good place to be. 

Future research based on this model could yield important and useful insight into 

the role of belongingness beliefs in school transitions. Currently, studies of student 

"connectedness" or "belongingness" or the effects of "community" have yielded 

significant correlations between student sense of connectedness or belonging and 

prosocial outcomes. It seems a good time to explore more fully how students vary in 

their need to belong and what processes are involved when a student is connected, 

adapted, resilient, or isolated. 
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What did you think of that school/ 
What do you think of this school? 

Did you feel you belonged? 
Do you feel you belong? 

Positive Negative 

Yes Quadrant A Quadrant B 
Connected Adapted 

Quadrant C Quadrant D 
Isolated/Rejected Resistant 

No 

Figure 10. A model of belongingness. 

Students ordered by PSSM2 scores (from low to high) are presented in Table 23. 

In this Table, students are also identified as being adaptive, rejected, isolated, or resistant 

(based on Figure 10). 
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Table 23 

Students Categorized Based on Model of Belongingness 

E) MTC PSSM GD Sex ETHNICITY 
DAYS 
ABSENT CATEGORY 

117 1 36 6 male Hispanic-American 14.5 Resistant 

116 37 6 male African-American 17.5 Resistant 

225 1 37 6 male 6.5 Resistant 

237 4 41 7 male 23 Resistant/Rejected 

195 2 42 8 male Other—Mexican American 4 Resistant^Rejected 

301 1 42 6 male Other-Mexican American 3 Resistant 

122 3 44 6 male Caucasian-American 3.5 Adaptive 

149 3 48 6 female Caucasian-American 5 Resistant 

270 3 50 7 female Other—Mexican American 10.5 Connected 

198 3 51 8 male Hispanic-American 4.5 Adaptive 

314 3 51 7 female Hispanic-American 12.5 Adaptive 

257 4 53 6 female Caucasian-American 8 Resistant 

127 3 54 7 male Other—Mexican American 3.5 Connected 

105 4 55 6 male Other—Mexican American 14 Adaptive 

134 55 6 male Hispanic-American 8.5 Connected 

150 3 55 6 female Other—Mexican American 2 Rej ected/Isolated 

173 55 7 male Hispanic-American 9 Connected/Adaptive 

294 4 55 6 female Hispanic-American 19.5 Adaptive 

156 2 56 6 male Hispanic-American 7.5 Resistant 

147 4 57 6 female Hispanic-American 19.5 Rejected/Isolated 

148 4 57 6 male Other—Mexican American 7.5 Adaptive 

305 3 57 8 female Other—Mexican American 6 Resistant 

317 3 57 8 female Other—Mexican American 3.5 Connected 

130 4 58 6 female Hispanic-American 2 Adaptive 

142 3 58 6 male Hispanic-American 2.5 Adaptive 

146 4 58 6 female Other—Mexican American 5.5 Rcjected/Isolated 

171 4 59 7 male Hispanic-American 2 Adaptive 

191 3 59 8 male Hispanic-American 2.5 Connected 

341 4 60 7 female Other—Mexican American 1.5 Connected/Adaptive 

(Table continues) 
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DAYS 

ID MTC PSSM GD Sex ETHNICITY ABSENT CATEGORY 

128 4 61 6 male Otlier—Mexican American 9 Connected 

140 4 61 6 female Hispanic-American 1.5 Connected 

151 61 6 female Hispanic-American 9.5 Adaptive 

179 3 61 7 female Hispanic-American 9 Adaptive 

240 3 61 7 male Other-Mexican American 6.5 Connected/Adaptive 

193 62 8 male Hispanic-American 8 Rej ected/Isolated 

285 4 62 6 female Hispanic-American 6.5 Connected/Adaptive 

115 4 63 6 female Hispanic-American 3 Connected 

135 4 63 6 male Hispanic-American 3 Connected 

155 3 63 6 female Other—Mexican American 7.5 Missing 

157 4 63 6 male other—Mexican American 19 Adaptive 

233 4 63 8 female Hispanic-American 0.5 Adaptive 

123 4 64 6 female Other-Mexican American 8 Rejected/Isolated 

136 2 64 6 female Hispanic-American 14 Connected 

160 3 64 7 male American-Indian 1.5 Connected 

212 4 66 6 female Hispanic-American 3.5 Comiected 

Means and standard deviations based on one of these four categorizations are 

displayed in Table 24. 

Table 24 

PSSM2 and MTC Means and Standard Deviations Based on Student Categorization 

MTC PSSM2 
Characterization N M SD N M SD 

Connected (A) 11 3.36 .67 12 59.55 4.84 
Adapted (B) 12 3.58 .514 13 56.61 .54 
Isolated/Rejected (C) 4 3.75 .50 5 59.20 3.70 
Resistant (D) 7 2.14 1.21 8 45.75 8.87 
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Resistant students had lowest MTC scores and wanted to come to this school the 

least. In contrast, isolated/rejected students had the highest MTC scores suggested that 

these students really wanted to be at this school, but hadn't found a way to fit in. Students 

who were connected had highest belongingness scores. Adapted students had relatively 

high connectedness scores, and extremely low standard deviation suggesting that they 

were very homogenous in their perceptions of the school as a whole. Interestingly, 

isolated/rejected students' PSSM2 scores were relatively high. It isn't clear why students 

who feel isolated from the school also feel like they belonged but it could be due to 

method approach (quantitative versus qualitative). In general, the model seems to work 

for explaining student differences and for providing a way to characterize the complexity 

of student perceptions of belonging. 

Conclusion 

In this study, I explored Hispanic students' internalized of beliefs around the 

social norms of belonging. While the school in this study was created and organized 

around a generalized belief in developing a sense of community, it isn't clear whose 

community was established—^the teachers' or the students'. Informal observations 

suggested that students and teachers had very different goals. Teachers valued and 

organized lessons around compliance—^they wanted students to pay attention, work hard, 

and persist on academic goals. In contrast, students had a different set of values and their 

behavior suggested a strong need to be heard and accepted. It isn't clear whose 

acceptance is more important (i.e., teachers' or peers'); however, this study yielded 
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valuable qualitative information about how students perceived the value of schooling as 

well as the nature of what it means to belong. 

Implications 

Although many students liked their old school, when asked about their role in 

deciding to change school, it was difficult to know for certain why students did or did not 

want to change schools. Perhaps students' interest in changing schools depended in part 

on their relationship with a parent. Indeed, most who claimed they didn't want to change 

schools were young males who were disagreeing with the family matriarch. In contrast, 

perhaps the fact that students' peers were going"to attend the school influenced their 

desire to come to this school. In general, however, the interview setting allowed for a 

better understanding of the reasons why students did or did not want to come to this 

school. Decisions were mostly based on one of two factors, either (a) how much the 

students knew about this school, or (b) how they believed the new school would compare 

to the old school (i.e., it was going to be worse, or better). The importance of 

understanding where students are when they start "fresh" is important. 

All students are required by law to go to school and therefore, students don't have 

a choice whether they attend school. However, the option to choose the type of school a 

child attends has become a popular policy position (Good & Braden, 2000). Notably, 

adults are given information about school choice and unless families talk about it, 

students are not factored into the equation. Families vary with respect to how much 

autonomy and decision making latitude children are afforded and when (e.g., early teen. 



mid teen, late teen, never). In some families, children axe involved in decisions that affect 

them, whereas in other families, children are left out of the decision-making process. 

Given that the notion of school choice was popularized in reaction to allegedly 

declining student achievement (Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Good & Braden, 2000), it is 

ironic that students and their level of motivation to change schools are left out of the 

decision making process. It seems critical to consider students' level of motivation to go 

to a different or new school when the option exists. However, policymakers and 

motivational researchers have yet to ftilly explore the nature and role of student choice in 

terms of picking the type of school they attend and how this level of choice or autonomy 

relates to academic and social motivation. 

Study Limitations 

One limitation of the study is that data was gathered during an interview setting 

where students were asked to reflect back on their thoughts and emotions prior to the 

school year. Notably, in this study, I made inferences about how students' experiences 

have or have not changed over time based on a one-time interview late in the school year. 

Obviously, it would be better to have followed students over time. And, as noted, there 

are real concerns over how accurately students can report on decisions they did (or did 

not) make six months prior. 

There are limitations in the validity of the MTC variable and it is highly likely 

that in this study, it is a relatively weak measure of students' level of motivation to 

change. Asking students to respond to a four point Likert scale late in the school year as a 

way to describe how they felt about coming to a new school probably did not adequately 
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define the complex mix of emotions and perceptions students had prior to coming to a 

new environment. Further, it is highly likely that when asked about what it was like, 

students shaped their perception based on how things have been going. For example, a 

student may have been highly resistant to the school, but after being there for seven 

months, could have changed his/her mind about the school because there is little he/she 

can do to change where they are—May as well go with the flow. 

Students were asked to reflect on their beliefs about how much they wanted to 

come to this school at the same time that they were asked about whether they felt they fit 

in. Current beliefs about fitting in could have tainted students' memories of how much 

they wanted to come to this school at the beginning of the school year. Still, data suggest 

that students provided honest, open answers. For example, when students were asked to 

reflect back on their academic performance during the prior two semesters, their 

responses correlated significantly with teacher assigned grades. 

Researcher's Role and Bias 

My extensive presence at the school could have had both positive and negative 

impact on my interviews. Positively, I gained a rich amount of information about how the 

school was organized, set up, and run. I was involved in many levels of the school 

functioning and gained valuable insight into the problems the school encoimtered in its 

first year as well as many of its successes. Similarly, my extensive contact with students 

likely facilitated the interview process. I interviewed students who I knew and with 

whom I had at least one prior conversation. In contrast, my extensive contact with 

members of this school community could have tainted the interview process as my 
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familiarity with individual students may have impacted their willingness to open up. 

Similarly, it could have biased my interpretation of their responses. For example, I was 

well aware that one student was having much difficulty fitting in with the school. During 

our interview, she shared with me some of the painful social problems she was having, 

not only with friends at school, but also with parents. Although I believe I was able to 

maintain an objective perspective on the information she provided during the interview, it 

is unclear how much of my concern for her situation biased my interpretations and how I 

reported the data. 

Although there are concerns that my intense involvement at the school may have 

biased this study, I also feel that my experiences enhanced my data in ways not possible 

with large sample sizes. I had intimate knowledge of the teachers' perspectives on 

education, their students, and the school in general. I gained valuable experience working 

with school administrators and staff as they worked to get a new school started for the 

first time. Therefore, I believe my role as a participant observer had more positive value 

for the study than negative. 

Future Research 

It seems important to understand fully what are students' expectations for what 

will happen when they transition to a new school (i.e., either when they change schools in 

the middle of the year or when they naturally transition to the next level such as from 

elementary to middle school). Too often, we fail to give students ways of coping when 

things don't go well or when they don't go the way they expect. Part of Fresh Starts 

Motivation (FSM) theory is to understand more fully how students define what the next 



step looks like and then to track their perceptions over time with regard to how it panned 

out. A fresh start is successfiil and motivation enhanced when expectations are met or 

exceeded. In contrast, a fresh start fails and motivation diminished when expectations are 

disappointed. This seems extremely relevant in thinking about the nature of transition 

from one academic level to another or from one school to another. 

Another important area for future research is to examine how belongingness 

beliefs play out across schools with varying SES and ethnic compositions. Goodenow's 

work found that if students are in the minority in a school setting, they are less likely to 

feel like they belong. However, in spite of this finding, ethnic minority students across 

the board tend to feel they don't belong in schools more often than their white 

counterparts. Is this an artifact of siirvey designs? More research needs to be conducted 

to examine this pattern. 

Similarly, more research needs to be conducted to understand more fully the range 

of ways students define what it means to belong in an academic setting. Using the 

Thematic Apperception Approach (e.g., Atkinson, 1958; Symonds, 1949), one future 

study may be to gauge individual student's level of affiliation needs (e.g., motive) and 

then to map them onto their definitions of what it means to belong (value). Some 

students need to belong more than others. It would be useful to understand the ways this 

need plays out and is met in a variety of contexts and across transitional periods. 
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APPENDIX A: SITE AUTHORIZATION LETTER FROM SCHOOL 

My 19,2001 

David Johnson, M. D. , , 
Qiaiiman, Institutional Review Board 
1350 N. Vine Ave. 
PO Box 245137 
University of Arizona 
Tucson, AZ 85721 

Dear Dr. Johnson: 

This letter serves to provide permission to Sharon L. Nichols to conduct survey, diary, and 
interview research at the Southside Conmunity School and to send pennission letters to parents of 
participating students. 

I recognize that the project is designed for students to fill out two surveys and weekly diaries, 
teachers to participate in two structured interviews, and parents to fill out surveys at two time periods. 

I believe the project (entitled, "Listening to youth: Middle school students' motivational 
adaptation to a new school settiag") will yield interesting and useful information firom which the 
students and the school will benefit 

Southside Community Sciiool 
55 W. Franklin Street 

Tucson, Arizona 85701 
520.884.5238 

Sincerely, 

Tim Doyle 
Principal, Southside Community School 



160 

APPENDIX B: INITIAL HUMAN SUBJECTS APROVAL LETTER 

1350 N. Vine Avenue 
P.O. Box 245137 
Tucson. AZ 85724-5137 
(520) 626-6721 

Sharon Nichols, M.A. 
Advisor: Thomas Good, Ph.D. 
Department of Educational Psychology 
Education, Rm 635 
POBOX 210069 

RE: HSC A01.146 LISTENING TO YOUTH: MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS' 
MOTIVATIONAL ADAPTATION TO A NEW SCHOOL SETTING 

THE UNivERsriY OF 

Human Subjects Protection Program ARIZOH 
TUCSON ARIZONA 

07 September 2001 

Dear Ms. Nichols: 

We received your research proposal as cited above. The procedures to be followed in this study 
pose no more than minimal risk to participating subjects. Regulations issued by the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services [45 CFR Part 46.110(b)] authorize approval of this 
type project through the expedited review procedures, with the condition(s) that subjects' 
anonymity be maintained. Although full Committee review is not required, a brief summary of 
the project procedures is submitted to the Committee for their endorsement and/or comment, if 
any, after administrative approval is granted. This project is approved effective 07 September 
2001 for a period of one year. 

The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the University of Arizona has a 
current assurance of comphance, number M-1233, which is on file with the Department of 
Health and Human Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no fiirther changes or additions will be made 
either to the procediures followed or to the consent form(s) used (copies of which we have on 
file) without the knowledge and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your College or 
Departmental Review Committee. Any research related physical or psychological harm to any 
subject must also be reported to each committee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms be kept in a permanent file in 
an area designated for that purpose by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will 
assure their accessibihty in the event that university officials require the information and the 
principal investigator is unavailable for some reason. 

Sincerely yours, 

David G. Johnson, M^. 
Chairman ^ 
Human Subjects Committee 

DGJ:tl 

cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 

http://vpr2.admln.arizona.edu/human_subjects 
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APPENDIX C: HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL OF CONSENT FORM 

TRANSLATION 

THE UNivERsnv OF 

Human Subjects Protection Program ARIZONA ® 1350 N. Vine Avenue 
P.O. Box 24513:" 
Tucson, A2 857 
(520) 626-6721 

12 October 2001 TUCSON ARIZONA TSson*^85724-5i37 

Sharon Nichols, M.A. 
Advisor: Thomas Good, Ph.D. 
Department of Educational Psychology 
Education, Room 635 
PO BOX 210069 

RE: HSC A01.146 USTENING TO YOUTH: MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS' 
MOTIVATIONAL ADAPTATION TO A NEW SCHOOL SETTING 

Dear Ms. Nichols: 

We received your 5 October 2001 letter and accompanying revised parental consent fonns [English 
& Spanish versions] and assent form and also 9 October 2001 revised parental letter [English & 
Spanish versions] for the above referenced project. The submitted consenting instruments for 
parents/legal guardian [English & Spanish versions] and minor assent as well as the'parent/guardian 
letter' [English/Spanish versions] have been modified to reflect that data will now be collected via 
two 30-min interviews vs. surveys & diaries. Approval for these changes is granted effective 12 
October 2001. 

The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the University of Arizona has a 
current assurance of compEance, number M-1233, which is on file with the Department of Health 
and Human Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes or additions will be made either 
to the procedures followed or to the consent form(s) used (copies of which we have on file) without 
the knowledge and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your College or Departmental 
Review Committee. Any research related physical or psychological harm to any subject must also 
be reported to each committee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms be kept in a permanent file in an 
area designated for that purpose by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will assure 
their accessibility in the event that university officials require the information and the principal 
investigator is unavailable for some reason. 

Sincerely yours, 

David G. Johnsonv^.D. 
Chairman 
Human Subjects Committee 

DGJ:rs 
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
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APPENDIX D: HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL OF INSTRUMENTATION 

Sharon Nichols, M.A. 
Advisor: Thomas Good, Ph.D. 
Department of Educational Psychology 
PO box 210069 

RE; HSC A01.146 USTENING TO YOUTH: MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS' 
MOTIVATIONAL ADAPTATION TO A NEW SCHOOL SETTING 

Dear Ms. Nichols: 

We received your 19 December 2001 letter and accompanying study material for the above 
referenced project. Copies of updated study instruments have been submitted for review and include 
(1) a series of pictures for oral "story-telling" with inclusion of a series of statements to permit each 
individual to rate his/her level of agreement and (2) a modified teachers' interview to collect their 
perceptions of students' social ranking within their peer network [changes do not impact the consent 
forms]. Approval for these changes is granted effective 5 January 2002. 

The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the University of Arizona has a 
current assurance of compliance, number M-1233, which is on file with the Department of Health 
and Human Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes or additions will be made either 
to the procedures followed or to the consent form(s) used (copies of which we have on file) without 
the knowledge and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your College or Departmental 
Review Committee. Any research related physical or psychological harm to any subject must also 
be reported to each committee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms be kept in a permanent file in an 
area designated for that purpose by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will assure 
their accessibility in the event that university officials require the information and the principal 
investigator is unavailable for some reason. 

Sincerely yours. 

CHANGES 

THE UNIVERSFTY OF 

Human Subjects Protection Program 
5 January 2002 

ARIZONA 1330 N. Vine Avenue 
P.O. Box 245137 
Tucson, AZ 85724-5137 
(520) 626-6721 

TUCSON ARIZONA 

David G. Johnson, WiiD. 
Chairman 
Human Subjects Committee 

DGJ:rs 
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
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APPENDIX E: PARENT CONSENT FORM AND LETTER—ENGLISH 

Dear Parent(s) or Guardiaii(s); 

My name is Sharon Nichols and I am a graduate student at the University of 
Arizona. I am currently w^orking closely with the teachers of Southside Community 
School (SCS) and with Tim Doyle, the principal, to help make your child's transition into 
a new school as smooth and productive as possible. As you know, SCS is a brand new 
school facility that was adopted and formed in order to meet the needs of its commimity. 
Because it is a brand new school setting, it is vital that we evaluate and understand how 
well the system is working for your child. 

In order to fulfill final requirements for my graduate degree under the 
supervision of my advisor. Dr. Thomas L. Good, I am asking that your child participate in 
a study to investigate how school is going for them. This will involve him/her 
participating in two audio taped interviews over the next few months. During the 
interview, I vdll ask your child about what they think and how things have been going for 
them in their classes and with their fiiends and teachers. 

Additionally, it is important that we understand what school was like for them last 
year; therefore, I am also asking for your permission to access their grades, test scores, 
and absentee information from their previous school. 

All of the information in your child's record as well as the discussions I have 
with your child in both interview sessions will be confidential. Thus, neither the 
principal nor the teachers will see or hear what they have to say and therefore, their 
grades will not be affected. Students will be told directly that their responses are 
completely confidential and that they can stop from participating at any time. 

I feel that we can learn a great deal by getting comments from students about the 
school. I hope that you will give your child permission to participate in this interesting 
study. Please read the following consent form carefully and sign, date, and return it to the 
school with your child to their Advisory Base teacher. 

Thank you for your time. 

Sincerely, 

Sharon L. Nichols 
Principal Investigator 
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Study Title: Listening to youth: Middle school students' motivational adaptation to a 
new school setting 

I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE THAT 
I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF HOW 
MY CHILD WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I GIVE MY CONSENT FOR HIM/HER TO 
DO SO. SIGNING THIS FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO 
INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS 
REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY 
CHILD'S PARTICIPATION AND CAN DECIDE ON THEIR PARTICIPATION IN A 
FREE AND INFORMED MANNER. 

PURPOSE - My child is being iavited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The 
purpose of this research project is to examine how students and teachers adapt to a new school setting. The 
intent of the program is to evaluate and improve students' academic and social experiences. 

SELECTION CRITERIA - My child is being invited to participate because he/she is in 6"^ 7"*, or S"' 
grade in a brand new school. All students and teachers in the school will be asked to participate. 

PROCEDURES - If I agree to participate, my child will be asked to consent to the following: participation 
in two audio taped 30-minute interviews. I am also being asked to provide the investigator access to my 
child's academic record from the previous year. 

RISKS -1 am being informed that there are no known risks to participating in the study. 

BENEFITS - The benefit of participating will be that I can see how my child's expectations for success 
change overtime as a function of how the first two months of school proceed. 

CONFIDENTIALITY - My child's responses will not be shared with anyone outside of the principal 
investigator and two graduate student researchers. Information that my child provides will be kept 
confidential. My child's name will not be attached to any quote. My child's anonymity will be maintained 
if the study results are presented at a conference or published. 

PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION - My child will not pay to participate in 
the study, nor will he/she be compensated for his/her participation. 

CONTACTS — I can obtain further information from the Principal Investigator Sharon Nichols, M. A. at 
(520) 621-1796, or her advisor, Thomas L. Good, Ph.D. at (520) 621-1814. If I have questions concerning 
my child's rights as a research subject, I may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Committee 
office at (520) 626-6721. 
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AUTHORIZATION - BEFORE GIVING CONSENT FOR MY CHILD BY SIGNING THIS FORM, 
THE METHODS, INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME 
AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND 
MY CHILD IS FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING 
BAD FEELINGS. MY CHILD'S PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE 
INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION 
DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY CHILD'S 
WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT 
BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA DESIGNATED BY 
THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL 
INVESTIGATOR, SHARON NICHOLS, M.A. OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVES OF THE 
EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS 
BY SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME. 

Please check the appropriate box and return this form with your child to the school. 

I give permission for my child to participate in the study and to participate m two audio taped 
interviews that deal with issues about classroom learning and school experiences. I also give 
permission to the researcher to have access to my son/daughter's records. 

I give permission for my child to participate in the study and to participate in two audio taped 
interviews, but I do NOT give permission for access to my son/daughter's records. 

I do NOT give permission for my child to participate. 

Child's name 

Signature of parent/guardian Date 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT - I have carefully explained to the parent/legal guardian the nature of 
the above project. I hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent 
form understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her child's participation 
and his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier has not 
precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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APPENDIX F: PARENT CONSENT FORM AND LETTER—SPANISH 

Estimado(s) Padre(s) o= Tutor(es): 
Me llamo Sharon Nichols y soy una estudiante graduadada de la Universidad de 

Arizona. Y presententemente estoy trabajando muy cercanamente con los maestros de la 
Escuela Southside Community (SCS) y con Tim Doyle, el Principal, para ayudar a su 
hijo/a con la transicion a una nueva escuela sea lo mas tranquilo y productivo possible. 
Como usted sabra, SCS es una escuela totalmente nueva que fue adoptada y formada de 
manera que pueda satisfacer las necesidades de la comunidad. Por que es im 
establecimiento totalmente nuevo, es muy importante que nosotros evaluemos y 
comprendamos que tan bien esta trabajando el sistema para su hijo/a. 

De manera del cual puedamos llevar a cabo los requisitos finales para que mi grado de 
graduada bajo la supervision de mi consejero, Dr. Thomas L. Good, yo le estoy pidiendo 
a su hijo/a que participe en un estudio para averiguar que tan bien esta trabajando el 
sistema para ellos. Esto incluira la participacion de entrevistarse en dos audio tapes en el 
transcvirso de los proximos meses. Durante la entrevista, yo le preguntare a su hijo/a 
sobre que piensa y como le estan llendo las cosas en sus salones y con sus maestros y 
amigos. 

Adicionalmente, es muy importante que nosotros comprendamos como file la 
escuela para ellos el ano anterior; por eso, yo les pido su permiso para obtener acceso a 
informacion tal como, calificaciones de examenes, niveles, y toda informacion sobre 
ausencias que tuvieron en la escuela anterior. 

Toda la informacion que se encuentre en el expediente de su hijo/a tanto como las 
discusiones que yo tenga con su hijo/a en ambas entrevistas seran confidencial. Hasta 
hoy, ni siquiera el principal ni los maestros podran ver mirara o' escuchara lo que ellos 
tengan que decir, y es por esto que sus calificaciones escolares no seran afectadas. 
Estudiantes se les dara instruccion directa de que sus respuestas son completamente 
confidencial y que pueden retirarse por completo de participar en cualquier momento que 
gusten. 

Y siento que podemos aprender mucho si obtenemos comentarios de los 
estudiantes ( y de sus maestros) sobre la escuela. Yo espero que usted le de autorizacion 
a su hijo/a para que participe en este interesante estudio. Por favor lea el consentimiento 
adjunto y firme y feche, y regreselo a la escuela con su hijo con la maestra de Advisory 
Base. 

Muchas gracias por su tiempo. 
Sinceramente, 
Sharon L. Nichols 
Investigadora Principal 
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FORMA DE CONSENTIMIENTO DE PADRE 

Titulo de Estudio: Escuchando a la juventud: Estudiantes de escuela secundaria para adaptacion 
motivocional a un ambiente escolar nuevo. 

A MI ME PIDEN QUE LEA EL SIGUIENTE MATERIAL PARA ASEGURAR QUE YO ESTE 
INFORMADO DE LA NATURALEZA DE ESTE ESTUDIO Y DE COMO MI HIJO/A PARTICIPARA 
EN EL, SI YO DOY MI CONSENTIMIENTO PARA QUE EL/ELLA PARTICIPE. AL FIRMAR ESTA 
FORMA INDICARE QUE YO HE SIDO INFORMADO Y QUE DOY MI PERMISO. REGULACIONES 
FEDERALES REQUIEREN UN CONSENTIMIENTO INFORMADO POR ESCRITO ANTES DE LA 
PARTICIPACION EN ESTE ESTUDIO PARA QUE YO PUEDA SABER LA NATURALEZA Y 
RIESGOS DEL CUAL LA PARTICIPACION DE MI HIJO/A SEA Y PUEDA DECIDIR EN UNA 
MANERA LIBRE E= INFORMADA PARA PARTICIPAR EN EL ESTUDIO. 

PROPOSITO: Mi hijo/a esta invitado a participar voluntariamente en el antedicho estudio. El proposito 
de este estudio es para examinar como estudiantes y maestros se adaptan a un ambiente escolar nuevo. La 
intencion de este programa es para evaluar y mejorar las experiencias academicas y sociales de el 
estudiante. 

CRITERIO SELECTIVO: Mi hijo esta invitado a participar en este estudio por que esta en el grado 6, 7 
u= 8 en ima nueva escuela. Todos los estudiantes y maestros en la escuela seran invitados a participar. 

PROCEDIMIENTOS: Si yo decido participar, mi hijo sera pedido a comprometerse a lo siguiente: 
participara en dos audio-entrevistas grabadas de 30 minutos cada una.Tambien me piden que de ala 
investigadora acceso al expediente academico del afio escolar previo de mi hijo/a. 

RIESGOS: Me informan que no hay algun riesgo el participar en este estudio. 

BENEFICIOS: El beneficio de participar sera el que yo vea si las expectativas de mi hijo para tener exito 
en el futuro cambian con el tiempo como la funcion de como los primeros dos meses de escuela siguen. 

CONFIDENCIALIDAD: Las respuestas de mi hijo/a no seran compartidas con ninguna persona que no 
sea investigadora principal y dos estudiantes graduados. Informacion que mi hijo provea sera confidencial. 
El nombre de mi hijo no estara adjunto con cualquier nota. Se mantendra anonimosidad de mi hijo/a si los 
resultados del estudio son presentados en una conferencia o= publicados. 

COSTOS DE PARTICIPACION Y COMPENSACIONS SUJETA: Mi hijo/a no recibira pago para 
participar en este estudio, ni obtendra compensacion ningima por el/ella participacion. 

CONTACTOS: Yo puedo obtener informacion mas adelante si me comunico con la investigadora principal 
Sharon Nichols, M.A. al (520) 621-1796, or con su consejero, Dr. Thomas L. Good, Ph. D. al (520) 621-
1814. Y si tengo alguna pregunta que concieme a los derechos de mi hijo/a de este estudio, yo puedo 
hablar al Comite de Sujetos Humanos de la Universidad de Arizona 1 (520) 626-6721. 
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AUTOMZACION: ANTES DE DAR MI AUTORIZACION PARA QUE MI HIJO/A AL FIRMAR ESTE 
DOCUMENTO, LOS METODOS, E= INCONVENIENCIAS, RIESGOS, Y BENEFICIOS SE HAN SIDO 
EXPLICADOS Y LAS PREGUNTAS DE MI HIJO/A HAN SIDO CONTESTADAS. YO PUEDO 
HACER PREGUNTAS EN CUALQUIER MOMENTO Y MI HIJO ESTA LIBRE DE CANCELAR SU 
PARTICIPACION EN ESTE ESTUDIO SIN MALOS RESENTIMIENTOS. LA PARTICIPACION DE 
MI HIJO/A EN ESTE ESTUDIO PUEDEN SER CANCELADA POR EL INVESTIGADOR PRINCIPAL 
POR RASONES QUE PUEDEN ESTAR EXPLICADAS. NUEVA INFORMACION QUE SE 
DESENVUELVA DURANTE EL CURSO DE ESTE ESTUDIO QUE PUEDA AFECTAR LA BUENA 
VOLUNTAD DE QUE MI HIJO/A EL QUE QUIERA SEGUIR PARTICIPANDO SE ME OFRECERA 
TAL COMO VALLA DESENVOLVIENDOSE EL ESTUDIO. ESTE CONSENTIMIENTO SERA 
ARCHIVADO EN UNA AREA DESIGNADA POR EL COMITE HUMANITARIO CON ACCESO 
SOLAMENTE AUTORIZADO A LA INVESTIGADORA PRINCIPAL, SHARON NICHOLS, M.A. OR 
UN REPRESENTANTE AUTORIZADO POR EL DEPARTAMENTE DE PSICOLOGIA 
EDUCACIONAL. YO NO ESTOY CEDIENDO A NINGUN DERECHO LEGAL AL FIRMAR ESTE 
CONSENTIMIENTO. UNA COPIA DE ESTA FORMA DE CONSENTIMIENTO SERA ENTREGADA 
A ML 

FAVOR DE MARCAR LA LINEA APPROPIADA Y REGRESE ESTA FORMA 
CON SU HIJO A LA ESCUELA 

Yo doy permiso para que mi hijo/a participe en este estudio para que 
participe in dos entrevistas grabadas. Yo tambien doy permiso para que 
la investigadora de este estudio tenga acceso a los expedientes 
escolares de mi hijo/a. 

Yo doy permiso para que mi hijo/a participe en este estudio para que participe in dos 
entrevistas grabadas. Pero yo NO doy permiso para que la investigadora de este estudio 
tenga acceso a los expedientes escolares de mi hijo/a. 

Yo NO doy permiso para que mi hijo/a participe. 

Nombre de Estudiante 

Firma de Padre/Tutor Fecha 

DECLARACION DEL INVESTIGADOR- Yo he expUcado en forma de detalle la naturaleza de 
antedicho estudio al padre/tutor legal. Y doy fe que hasta lo mejor de mi sabiduria que la persona que esta 
firmando este consentimiento comprende claramente la naturaleza, exijencias, beneficios y riesgos que se 
entablan con la participacion de su hijo/a y que la firma del estudiante el totahnente legalmente valida. Un 
problema medico or barrera de idioma o= educacional no ha impedido la comprension de esta forma. 

Firma de Investigador Fecha 
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APPENDIX G: STUDENT ASSENT FORM 

Listening to youth: Middle school students' motivational adaptation to a new school 
setting 

My name is . A researcher from 

the University of Arizona is doing research at my school about how students leam and I 

want to be a part of this project. She will be talking to me about what I think and how I 

view school. She will use a tape recorder. What I talk about is private and confidential. 

My comments will not be linked to me, but they will be part of the researcher's report on 

how middle school students leam and get along in a new school. When her report is 

finished, she will erase my tape. 

I can stop participation at any time. I know that my participation (or decision to 

stop participation) will not affect my grades, my teacher, or my time in the classroom. 

Student Signature Date 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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APPENDIX H: STUDENT INTERVIEW SCHEDULE WITH PSSM2 

Gender M F 
I D #  

Hello, my name is . Thank you for meeting with me. 

How is it going? Do you know why we're here today? 

I am trying to leam what it is like to be in a new school. I want to leam more about what 
school was like for you before and what it is like for you here at Southside. 

I would like to record our conservation because I will be talking to a lot of students and I 
want to remember what you have to say. This conversation will be anonymous; No one 
else will hear what you have to say, not even your teachers or the principal. Anything you 
say here is confidential. Do you have any questions? 

[go over and sign student assent form] 

Have you ever heard your voice on tape before? [Let them hear their voice] 

Will you turn on the tape for me? 
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Instructions: Next, I am going to read a series of statements about what learning and this 
school is like for you. In order for you to answer, I want to talk a little bit about how to 
use this graph. For each statement, point to the bar that best represents how much the 
statement is like you. For example, what is your favorite flavor of ice cream? If one 
statement said, "I like [name favorite] ice cream," which bar would you point to? Why? 
What about a flavor you only sort of like? What about a flavor you hate? What about a 
flavor you sort of don't like? 

Now let's try it with things about learning and this school. For each of these statements, 
point to the picture that fits best with how you feel. Remember there are no right or 
wrong answers. 

1. I like learning. 

2. I feel a real part of Southside Community School. 

3. The aides here respect me. 

4. Other students here like the way I am. 

5. It is hard for people Uke me to be accepted here. 

6. The teachers here respect me. 

7. Sometimes I feel as if I don't belong here. 

8. I feel proud of belonging to Southside Community School. 

9. I wish I were in a different school. 

10. I can really be myself at this school. 

11. Teachers here are not interested in people like me. 

12. Teachers here notice when I'm good at something. 

13. There's at least one teacher in this school I can talk to if I have a problem. 

14. The rules at this school are fair. 

15. The teachers at this school are friendly to me. 

16. I feel nervous to come to school here. 

17. I think school is important. 



Questions About Previous School 
1. What school did you go to last year? 
2. What did you think of your last school? 
3. Did you feel like you belonged at your last school? 

PROBE: In what ways did you feel you did (did not) belong? 
4. Did you think your teachers treated you fairly? 

PROBE: In what ways were they fair (unfair)? 

Questions about Current School 
1. Whose idea was it for you to come to this school? 
PROBE: Did you agree with that? 

How hard a decision was this for you? (not hard at all, very hard) 
2. Did you want to come to this school? 
3. What do you think of it here? 
4. Do you feel like you fit in? 
5. Are the teachers treating you fairly? 
6. If you were in charge, what would you do? 

How old are you? 

What were your grades in school last grading period? 
mostly A's 
some A's, some B's 
mostly B's 
some B's and some C's 
mostly C's 
some C's and some D's 
mostly D's 
mostly F's 

What do you want to do when you get out of school? 

Which one of these best describes you? 
A. African-American 
B. American-Indian 
C. Caucasian-American 
D. Hispanic-American 
E. Other (please specify) 
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APPENDIX J: GOODENOW'S ORIGINAL PSYCHOLOGICAL SENSE OF 

SCHOOL MEMBERSHIP SCALE 

1. I feel like a real part of (name of school). 
2. People here notice when I'm good at something. 
3. It is hard for people like me to be accepted here, (reversed) 
4. Other students in this school take my opinions seriously. 
5. Most teachers at (name of school) are interested in me. 
6. Sometimes I feel as if I don't belong here, (reversed) 
7. There's at least one teacher or other adult in this school I can talk to if I have a 

problem. 
8. People at this school are friendly to me. 
9. Teachers here are not interested in people like me. (reversed) 
10. I am included in lots of activities at (name of school). 
11. I am treated with as much respect as other students. 
12. I feel very different from most other students here, (reversed) 
13. I can really be myself at this school. 
14. The teachers here respect me. 
15. People here know I can do good work. 
16. I wish I were in a different school, (reversed) 
17. I feel proud of belonging to (name of school). 
18. Other students here like me the way I am. 

Students responded on a 5-point Likert format, with choices ranging from not at all true 
(1) to completely true (5). 
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