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Across many investigations, school belonging has been linked to several positive out-
comes among adolescents, including academic success and psychological well-being.
Based on an ecological framework of child development, this study expands on existing
research to explore factors that contribute to adolescents’ sense of neighborhood as well

as school belonging and investigates how belonging in both contexts is related to Latino
adolescents’ academic and psychological functioning. Participants consisted of 202
Latino adolescents residing in low-income, urban neighborhoods. Structural equation

modeling demonstrated that neighborhood peer support was significantly associated with
adolescents’ sense of neighborhood belonging, whereas teacher support and school peer
support were related to school belonging. Although school belonging was positively asso-

ciated with higher scores on all academic indicators, neighborhood belonging was nega-
tively related to academic aspirations and expectations, grades, and educational values.
Yet, both school and neighborhood belonging were associated with better psychological

functioning as manifested by lower reported levels of depression. The importance of
investigating Latino adolescents’ development within multiple contexts is discussed.

A
s the fastest growing ethnic minority group, there were
approximately 52 million Latinos residing in the United
States in 2011, representing nearly 17% of the total

U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Among children
living in poverty, Latino youth are disproportionately overrep-
resented: 34% of Latino children live below the poverty line

compared with 14% of non-Latino White children (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2011). Latino children are thus more likely to
be exposed to a host of structural disadvantages including
neighborhood crime, poor health care, and underfunded

schools (Garcia-Reid, Reid, & Peterson, 2005; National Center
for Education Statistics, 2007). Moreover, the educational
attainment of Latino youth is remarkably low on almost every

marker of academic achievement (e.g., achievement test scores,
drop-out rates, graduation rates, college attendance). Compared
with 9% of non-Latino Whites over the age of 25 who do not

have a high school degree, 37% of Latinos have not received

high school diplomas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). This study
seeks to improve our understanding of how both school and
neighborhood contexts influence the academic and psychosocial

adjustment of a highly disadvantaged group—Latino adoles-
cents from low-income families.
Baumeister and Leary (1995) identify the “need to belong” as

a fundamental human motivation, crucial to cognitive processes
and positive affect. Belonging is thus a critical component in
the investigation of social mechanisms that promote academic
achievement and psychological well-being for at-risk youth.

While many investigations center on the family context and
document the importance of the family setting for children’s
development, far fewer studies consider other important

settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Relying on an ecological
framework of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1989) and the
press to attend to various contextual settings in a child’s life,

the present study explores Latino adolescents’ sense of belong-
ing in two different yet important contexts: schools and neigh-
borhoods. For all adolescents, schools and neighborhoods are

two primary settings that impact future developmental trajecto-
ries (Eccles, 2004). To date, research on belonging has primarily
focused on the school context and has rarely examined aspects
of neighborhood belonging or a broader range of outcomes

beyond academic achievement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,
2004). Our study simultaneously examines belonging in school
and neighborhood contexts and their association with both

school and mental health outcomes.
In the current study, we first examine factors that contribute

to adolescents’ sense of belonging to their schools and their

neighborhoods. Second, we investigate the influence of school
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and neighborhood belonging on Latino adolescents’ academic
and psychological functioning. Rather than rely on indicators
of contextual settings as objectified in census data, our study

examines adolescents’ own perceptions of their environments.
As individuals vary in their personal assessments of similar
neighborhood settings (Dahl, Ceballo, & Huerta, 2010), it is

not surprising that adolescents’ subjective perceptions of
schools and neighborhoods are important predictors of well-
being and learning behaviors in school (Roosa, Jones, Tein, &

Cree, 2003). As such, simultaneous investigation of adolescents’
sense of belonging in both school and neighborhood contexts is
necessary in furthering our understanding of the role that
belonging can play in the academic and psychosocial adjust-

ment of at-risk youth.

School Belonging

A sense of belonging includes an individual’s sense of accep-

tance and of being valued, included, and encouraged by others
in a community (Goodenow, 1993). A combination of several
factors typically contributes to students’ sense of school belong-

ing including teacher support, school-based activity involve-
ment, and peer support, which are among the most salient
factors (Brown & Evans, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm, 2005).

Teacher support and involvement in the classroom positively
impact students’ sense of school belonging as well as contribute
to greater academic engagement and higher self-regulated learn-
ing (Brown & Evans, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm, 2005; LaRusso,

Romer, & Selman, 2008). Similarly, involvement in school-
based extracurricular activities is linked to students’ feelings of
school belonging (Brown & Evans, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm,

2005). On the whole, involvement in a variety of after-school
programs is associated with positive well-being, stronger aca-
demic orientation, and decreased levels of depression (Fredricks

& Eccles, 2005, 2006; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Mahoney,
Lord, & Carryl, 2005). In contrast, peer harassment and diffi-
culty with peers are associated with lower levels of school
belonging and academic achievement (Eisenberg, Neumark-

Sztainer, & Perry, 2003; Water, Cross, & Shaw, 2010) with
some evidence of peer difficulty temporally preceding a lower
sense of school belonging in the ninth grade. Thus, in the pres-

ent study, we hypothesize that the following three factors will
all contribute to Latino adolescents’ sense of school belonging:
(a) teacher support, (b) involvement in school-based activities,

and (c) peer support at school.

Neighborhood Belonging

Despite evidence that a sense of belonging plays an impor-

tant role in adolescent outcomes, a scarcity of research exam-
ines what factors contribute to adolescents’ sense of belonging
in neighborhood contexts and how neighborhood belonging
may influence educational and psychological outcomes

(Chipuer, 2001). Instead, researchers have focused on the rela-
tions between objective neighborhood characteristics, whether
of affluence or poverty, and their relation to developmental

outcomes (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2004). The present study
expands upon previous research by simultaneously comparing
how Latino adolescents’ subjective sense of belonging to both

schools and neighborhoods may influence their academic suc-
cess and psychological well-being. In keeping with our prior
hypotheses on adolescents’ school belonging, we similarly

examine how neighborhood-based activities and neighborhood
peer support are related to adolescents’ sense of neighborhood
belonging.

Many studies on extracurricular involvement fail to specify
whether children’s activities are school based or neighborhood
based and thus are unable to evaluate whether youth who

report little or no involvement in school-based activities may
instead be involved in community-based activities (Shanahan &
Flaherty, 2001). Naturally, the influence of any neighborhood-
based activity involvement will depend, in part, on the quality

and structure of the particular program. Hirsch, Deutsch, and
DuBois (2011) identified several important aspects of participa-
tion in community-based programs that promote positive youth

outcomes; these include program quality, types of activities,
relationships with staff members or peers, and the program’s
overall culture. Likewise, Fogel (2004) posited that adolescents’

perceptions of non-kin adults, such as program mentors and
staff, are a significant and often overlooked social aspect of
neighborhood experiences that may contribute to a sense of

neighborhood belonging. Likewise, given that social relations
and peer group formation are of paramount importance during
adolescence, it is likely that peer-based support networks also
influence adolescents’ sense of belonging to contexts other than

school. Unfortunately, studies of neighborhood peers are often
biased toward the study of gang membership and delinquent
peer groups, thereby failing to examine the effects that positive

peer relationships in a neighborhood context may have on
adolescent outcomes. Hence, we anticipate that both positive
neighborhood peer relationships and involvement in neighbor-

hood-based activities will be positively related to adolescents’
sense of neighborhood belonging.

Sense of Belonging, Academic Attitudes, and
Psychological Well-being

School Context

Numerous studies have found a positive association between
school belonging and educational outcomes such as academic
achievement, educational values, motivation, and school effort
(Anderman, 2003; Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996; Steinberg,

Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992). When focusing specifically on
Latino youth, researchers continue to find a beneficial impact
of school belonging on various academic outcomes such as

achievement motivation and school effort (Ibanez, Kuperminc,
Jurkovic, & Perilla, 2004; Sanchez, Colon, & Esparza, 2005).
Among a sample of high- as well as low-achieving Mexican

American students, Gonzalez and Padilla (1997) found that
school belonging was the only significant predictor of grades,
even when accounting for supportive academic environments.

Yet, a study with predominantly White students reported that
school belonging had a positive but small effect on year-end
grades after controlling for prior academic achievement (Roeser
et al., 1996). Overall, a number of studies indicate that school

belonging promotes positive academic values and beneficial
school behavior among Latino adolescents. In this study, we
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investigate the influence of school belonging on adolescents’
educational attitudes and academic functioning. We specifically
predict that higher levels of school belonging will be associated

with greater academic aspirations and expectations, higher self-
reported grades, educational values, and school effort.
Despite the known relationship between poor mental health

and negative school outcomes (e.g., lower grades and motiva-
tion, higher truancy and dropout), research has only recently
begun to examine the mechanisms by which school contexts

may impact students’ mental health (Herman, Reinke, Parkin,
Traylor, & Agarwal, 2009). There is some evidence that the
benefits of school belonging extend beyond positive effects on
academic values and behavior to also influence adolescents’

psychological well-being. For example, in several studies, ado-
lescents who report a greater sense of school belonging demon-
strate lower levels of anxiety, depression, feelings of loneliness,

and stress (Chipuer, 2001; Ozer, 2005; Shochet, Dadds, Ham,
& Montague, 2006). Ozer’s (2005) study with an ethnically
diverse, urban sample of 73 adolescents, 40% of whom identi-

fied as Latino, provided longitudinal evidence for the role of
school belonging as a protective factor for adolescents’ mental
health. In the current study, we examine the relationship

between school belonging and two indicators of psychological
well-being: anxiety and depressive symptoms. Our focus on
internalizing behavior rounds out current research on schools
that usually investigates externalizing behaviors. Further, tradi-

tional views of mental health tend to focus on internal pro-
cesses that influence depression rather than examining
psychosocial and sociocultural factors (Herman et al., 2009).

In our study, we predict that school belonging will be linked
to adolescents’ psychological well-being such that higher levels
of school belonging will be associated with lower levels of anx-

iety and depression.

Neighborhood Context

Less attention has been given to the impact of neighborhood
belonging on adolescents’ academic outcomes and psychologi-

cal functioning. Conchas (2001) argued that neighborhood
social support is particularly salient for those students nega-
tively affected by the belief that race and class limit their educa-

tional opportunities. Quane and Rankin (2006) found that
involvement in neighborhood organizations (e.g., Boy or Girl
Scouts, organized sports, religious youth groups, YMCA) pro-
motes academic commitment and educational expectations,

especially for adolescents living in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods. Thus, we hypothesize that neighborhood belonging will
be associated with increased academic aspirations, academic

expectations, self-reported grades, educational values, and
school effort.
More recently, studies have examined how neighborhood

belonging may influence psychological well-being. Several
researchers have found that a sense of community and adult
support are associated with fewer feelings of loneliness and

worry, more happiness and life enjoyment, greater academic
competence, more prolonged engagement in school, and higher
school grades (Chipuer & Pretty, 1999; Conchas, 2001). As
such, we predict that neighborhood belonging will be linked to

adolescents’ psychological well-being, as manifested by lower
levels of anxiety and depression.

The Current Investigation

The present study explores Latino adolescents’ sense of
belonging in two important developmental contexts: schools
and neighborhoods. Specifically, we test the model depicted in

Figure 1. On the left side of the model, we examine how three
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model showing the relations of school factors to school belonging, neighborhood factors to neighborhood belonging, and

school and neighborhood belonging to academic outcomes and psychological well-being. Paths accounting for the covariance of error terms between

control variables (school attended and sex) and all other variables in the model were omitted from the figure.
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factors (teacher support, school-based activities, and school
peer support) contribute to adolescents’ sense of school belong-
ing and how two factors (neighborhood-based activities and

neighborhood peer support) influence sense of neighborhood
belonging. The next part of the model tests the relationship
between adolescents’ sense of school and neighborhood belong-

ing and five academic outcomes—academic aspirations and
expectations, self-reported grades, educational values, and
school effort—and two indicators of psychological well-being—

anxiety and depression. Because gender differences in school
belonging and academic outcomes have been reported (Sanchez
et al., 2005), our statistical analyses include gender as a control
variable.

Method

Participants

Primary data were collected for 202 Latino students
enrolled in the ninth grade, with an average age of
14.5 years (SD = 0.69). The students attended three schools

in low-income, urban neighborhoods in the northeastern Uni-
ted States. Sixty-one percent of the sample was female and
39% of the sample was male. The majority of adolescents,

61%, self-identified as Dominican (members of their family
of origin are immigrants from the Dominican Republic).
Dominicans comprise 19.8% of the Latino population in the

northeastern United States, with 45.3% of Dominican chil-
dren under 18 years old living below the poverty line com-
pared with 38.9% of Latino children overall and 9.0% of

non-Latino White children (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Other
ethnicities reported by the adolescents included Columbian,
Mexican, and Puerto Rican. Most of the students were born
in the United States (76%), and 54% of the sample reported

speaking “mostly Spanish/some English” at home, while 31%
said they used “mostly English/some Spanish” in their
homes.

Two schools were public schools and the other school was a
parochial school. Seventy-seven students at the parochial school
participated in the study, and about 68% of all students at this

school qualified for free or reduced lunch. One of the public
schools drew students from the same census tracts as the paro-
chial school. This public school was subdivided according to
student career interests; 46 students from the health and human

services division and 41 students from the math, science, and
technology division participated in this study. Eighty-two per-
cent of the total student population in the health and human

services division and 77% of students in the math, science, and
technology division were eligible for free or reduced lunch.
Thirty-one percent of Latino individuals in this district lived

below the poverty threshold compared with 12% of the entire
U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). At the second
public school, 45 students participated in the study, and 96%

of the total student population was eligible for free or reduced
lunch. Thirty-five percent of Latino individuals in this school
district lived below the poverty threshold (U.S. Census Bureau,
2007). Overall, participating students resided in 28 different

census tracts.

Procedures

Recruitment letters, describing the study in both English and
Spanish, were sent home with students. Only those who

returned signed parental consent forms were able to participate.
Students completed a self-report questionnaire during the regu-
lar school day in groups supervised by graduate and undergrad-

uate research assistants. All adolescents were given the option
to take the questionnaire in Spanish; Spanish versions of the
questionnaire had been translated and then back-translated by
native Spanish speakers. Seven students in our sample opted to

take the Spanish version of the questionnaire with assistance
from a bilingual graduate student and bilingual school teachers
as needed. Participating students received a $30 gift certificate

to a local movie theater or mall as a token of appreciation for
their participation.

Measures

Teacher support. Eight items from the Classroom Envi-
ronment Scale (CES; Moos & Trickett, 1987) were used to

assess support from teachers. The teacher support subscale of
the CES was conceptualized as a relationship dimension and
has been widely used to assess the extent to which teachers take

a personal interest in their students (Fraser & Fisher, 1983;
Moos & Moos, 1978). Researchers who have used parts of the
CES or the entire scale itself have obtained adequate reliability

and validity (Fraser & Fisher, 1983; Moos & Moos, 1978;
Nelson & DeBacker, 2008). Response options ranged from 1
(none of them) to 3 (all of them) on items such as, “How many
of your teachers treat you fairly?” and “How many of your

teachers help you when you are sad or upset?” The mean of
these items was calculated to create a final score, with higher
scores reflecting greater teacher support. Cronbach’s alpha was

.73 for our sample.

Involvement in school-based activities. A measure
to assess involvement in school versus neighborhood activities
was specifically designed for this study. Involvement in school-
based activities was measured by asking students to report how

many times per week they engaged in a variety of activities:
None, 1x/week, 2x/week, 3x/week, 4+x/week. There were six
possible extracurricular activities: organized sports activities,

playing sports with friends or alone, music or art activities and
lessons, school clubs or organizations (e.g., drama, debate
team, student government), volunteer work, and religious

groups or activities. Students were then asked whether the
activity was school related or not to differentiate between
school-based and neighborhood-based activities. A scale was
constructed by summing the total frequency of school-related

activities that a student participated in, resulting in a range
from 0 to 24.

School peer support. Peer support was measured using
the peer portion of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attach-
ment (IPPA-R; Gullone & Robinson, 2005). The 25-item inven-

tory includes three subscales of trust, communication, and
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alienation. Questions were administered to assess respondents’
feelings about friends whom they see at school. We used the 9-
item trust subscale because these items best assessed supportive

aspects of relationships with peers. Gullone and Robinson
(2005) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .86 for this trust sub-
scale. The IPPA from which the IPPA-R was adapted has been

validated for use with adolescents (Armsden & Greenberg,
1987). Response options ranged from 1 (never true) to 5 (always
true) on items such as, “My school friends accept me as I am”

and “I can count on my school friends to listen when some-
thing is bothering me.” Scores were averaged with higher final
scores indicting more positive peer support. For our sample,
Cronbach’s alpha was .89 for school peer support.

Involvement in neighborhood-based activities. Like

school-based activities, neighborhood-based activities were
measured by asking students to report how many times per
week they engaged in a variety of activities in their neighbor-
hoods: None, 1x/week, 2x/week, 3x/week, 4+x/week. As

above, students differentiated between activities that were
school based versus neighborhood based. There were six possi-
ble extracurricular activities: organized sports activities, play-

ing sports with friends or alone, music or art activities and
lessons, nonschool clubs or organizations (e.g., YMCA, 4-H),
volunteer work, and religious groups or activities. A scale was

constructed by summing the total frequency of neighborhood
activities that each student participated in, resulting in a range
from 0 to 24.

Neighborhood peer support. The school peer support
items were modified to assess adolescents’ feelings of trust in

and support from their neighborhood friends. Students
responded to nine similar items that substituted “neighbor-
hood friends” for “school friends,” such as, “My neighbor-

hood friends accept me as I am” and “I can count on my
neighborhood friends to listen when something is bothering
me.” In answering these questions, students were asked
whether they had neighborhood friends whom they did not

see at school. We utilized a skip pattern, requiring students to
answer these questions if they reported that they had friends
whom they saw only in their neighborhoods. Consequently,

71% of students (n = 143) completed this section. Twenty-nine
percent of students reported no neighborhood peer support,
and these students did not differ from students who reported

having neighborhood peer support with respect to sex, ethnic-
ity, or any other study variables. Students responded to ques-
tions on a 5-point Likert scale. A mean of the items was

calculated for a final score, with higher scores reflecting
greater neighborhood peer support. Cronbach’s alpha for this
measure was .90.

School belonging. Ten questions assessed adolescents’
sense of school belonging. Five questions were adapted by

Goodenow (1993) from Bollen and Hoyle (1990) and have been
used with middle and high school students. These questions
have been linked to socioemotional well-being, school effort,
and academic achievement in ethnically diverse samples

(Goodenow, 1993; McNeely & Falci, 2004; Ozer, 2005; Resnick
et al., 1997). Students indicated how strongly they agreed with

statements like, “I feel close to people at this school” and “I
feel like a real part of my school.” Four additional questions
were taken from Anderman’s (2003) study on school belonging.

These items were, “I wish I went to a different school,” “I am
proud of my school,” “I can really be myself in this school,”
and “Sometimes I feel as if I don’t belong at this school.” The

first and last questions were reverse-coded. Anderman (2003)
reported an internal reliability of .80 for these items and an
additional question, “I feel like a real part of this school”

(included above), from Bollen and Hoyle (1990). One final item
was adopted from Tyler and Degoey’s (1995) work assessing
whether students feel respected by adults at their school. This
final item was, “I feel like a valued member of my school.”

Response options for all of these items ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and an average of all items was
calculated for a final score, with higher scores indicating greater

school belonging. Cronbach’s alpha was .85 for our sample.

Neighborhood belonging. On a practical level, we

wished to provide symmetry in our measures of adolescents’
sense of belonging. Thus, for the purposes of our study, we
adapted the school belonging measure to provide a similar mea-

sure of neighborhood belonging. For example, “I feel like a val-
ued member of my school” was changed to “I feel like a valued
member of my neighborhood,” and “I feel like a real part of

my school” became “I feel like a real part of my neighbor-
hood.” Equivalent changes were made for each of the 10 items
on the school belonging measure. Similarly, response options

ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), the final
score was an average of all items, and Cronbach’s alpha for
our sample was .87.

Academic indicators. Academic aspirations. Stu-
dents were asked one question to assess future academic aspira-

tions: “How far would you like to go in school?” Response
options included 1 (Finish some high school), 2 (Graduate from
high school), 3 (Graduate from a 2-year college), 4 (Graduate
from a 4-year college), and 5 (Graduate from law, medical, or

graduate school). This measure is widely used and has been
validated for use with Latino adolescents (Kao & Tienda,
1998).

Academic expectations. Students were asked the
following question to measure how much schooling they actu-
ally expected to complete: “How far do you actually think you

will go in school?” Response options included 1 (Finish some
high school), 2 (Graduate from high school), 3 (Graduate from a
2-year college), 4 (Graduate from a 4-year college), and 5 (Grad-

uate from law, medical, or graduate school). Numerous studies
have utilized this measure, and it has been validated for use
with diverse student populations (Cheng & Starks, 2002).

Grades. Grades were self-reported on a 7-point scale.

Response options ranged from 1 (mostly D’s) to 7 (mostly A’s).
Grades were converted to a traditional 4-point scale for analy-
sis using the following formula (7: mostly A’s = 4.0; 6: A’s and

B’s = 3.5; 5: mostly B’s = 3.0 and so on). Researchers have
found that self-reported grades can correlate quite highly
(r = .76) with students’ actual grades (Dornbusch, Ritter,

Leiderman, Roberts, & Fraleigh, 1987), supporting the validity
of utilizing self-reported grades.
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Educational values. Measured by students’ indication of
the importance of education to them, educational values were
assessed using a five-item scale developed by Fuligni, Witkow,

and Garcia (2005) and included items such as, “It is important
for me to do well in school,” “It is important to go to college,”
and “It is important to be one of the best students in class.”

Response options ranged from 1 (not at all important) to 5
(extremely important). The average was calculated as the final
score, with higher scores reflecting more belief in the value of

education. These authors reported an internal consistency of
.84 for Latino adolescents in their sample. Cronbach’s alpha
for our sample was .84.

School effort. Students reported on the amount of effort

they expend on schoolwork. This four-item scale was adapted
from the study by Steinberg et al. (1992) and included the fol-
lowing questions: “How often do you really pay attention in

class?” “How often do you hand in your homework on time?”
“How often do you complete all assigned reading and home-
work before quizzes and tests?” and “How often do you study

before a quiz or test?” Response options ranged from 1 (never)
to 5 (almost always). An average final score was calculated, and
Cronbach’s alpha was .75 for our sample.

Psychological well-being indicators. Anxiety. Anx-
iety was assessed with the “What I Think and Feel Scale” (Rey-

nolds & Paget, 1981), the revised version of the Children’s
Manifest Anxiety Scale (Reynolds & Richmond, 1978). This 27-
item measure consists of three subscales examining physiologi-

cal anxiety, worry/oversensitivity, and concentration anxiety.
Students were asked to indicate the frequency with which they
felt anxious on a Likert scale with response options ranging
from 1 (never) to 5 (most of the time). Example questions

included: “How often do you wake up scared?” and “How
often do you worry a lot of the time?” Scores for general anxi-
ety were calculated by summing the mean scores from the three

subscales, with higher scores representing greater levels of anxi-
ety. For this sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .94.

Depression. The Child Depression Inventory (CDI;

Kovacs, 1985), a widely used instrument for measuring feelings
of depression, was used to assess the depressive symptomatol-
ogy of adolescents in our study. The CDI assesses symptoms of
sadness, loneliness, and self-loathing and has demonstrated

strong test–retest reliability and good validity (Finch, Saylor,
Edwards, & McIntosh, 1987; Hodges, Saunders, & Kashani,
1990). This 26-item measure presents adolescents with groups

of three statements, and they are asked to pick the statement
that most closely describes how they have felt for the past
2 weeks. Each item is scored from 0 to 2, with reverse scoring

as needed and a total score ranging from 0 to 52. Higher scores
indicate greater severity in depressive affect. The following clus-
ter of three statements is an example item: “I am sad once in a

while,” “I am sad many times,” and “I am sad all the time.”
Cronbach’s alpha for our sample was .86.

Analytic Method

The data were analyzed in two stages. First, multivariate

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to compare
students at each of the three schools in their perception of sup-

port, extracurricular involvement, and feelings of belonging.
Additionally, males and females were compared in their report
of all study variables. In the second stage, structural equation

modeling (SEM) analysis was conducted to examine factors
associated with school and neighborhood belonging and the
relationship between adolescents’ sense of school and neighbor-

hood belonging and several academic and psychological
outcomes.

Results

Correlations between all of the variables used in this study
are reported in Table 1. Interestingly, school belonging and
neighborhood belonging were significantly and positively corre-
lated (r = .32, p < .001). Means, standard deviations, and

ranges for all study variables as well as results for the
MANOVA examining whether there were differences in key
variables among students at the three schools are presented in

Table 2. Differences between schools were observed in reported
teacher support, F(2,200) = 8.22, p = .000; school activities,
F(2,217) = 5.23, p = .006; school peer support, F(2,200) = 5.45,

p = .005; neighborhood peer support, F(2,200) = 11.43, p =
.000; school belonging, F(2,200) = 4.57, p = .012; and anxiety,
F(2, 217) = 4.67, p = .010. Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests

revealed differences between the parochial school and both
public schools. There were greater levels of school peer support
at the parochial school compared to public school 1 and greater
levels of neighborhood peer support at the parochial school

compared with both public schools. In contrast, levels of tea-
cher support and school activity involvement were lower at the
parochial school compared with both public schools. Students

at public school 2 reported greater levels of school belonging
than students at the parochial school. Finally, students at pub-
lic school 1 reported lower levels of anxiety than students at

both public school 2 and the parochial school. The school
attended by adolescents was therefore included in the final
model tested.
To examine the factors associated with school and neighbor-

hood belonging and the relations between adolescents’ sense of
belonging in each context and their academic and psychological
outcomes, we tested the model shown in Figure 1 using maxi-

mum likelihood estimates within a structural equation model
framework. The model tested two pathways. The first path
tested the relations between school support and activity vari-

ables and outcomes of academic functioning and psychological
well-being via school belonging. Specifically, the first path
tested the relations between teacher support, school activities,

and school peer support and outcomes of academic and psy-
chological functioning via school belonging. The second path
tested the relations between neighborhood activities and neigh-
borhood peer support and outcomes of academic and psycho-

logical functioning through neighborhood belonging. The
model specified five academic outcomes—academic aspirations,
academic expectations, self-reported grades, educational values,

and school effort—in addition to two psychological outcomes–
anxiety and depression.
To avoid issues of biased measurement error typical of path

analysis, we employed a latent variable model through partial
disaggregation (Bagozzi & Heatherton, 1994; Coffman &
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MacCallum, 2005). In a partially disaggregated model, several
items are summed or averaged, resulting in parcels, and these
parcels are used as indicators for latent constructs (Coffman &
MacCallum, 2005). Given the unidimensionality of scales for

teacher support, peer school support, neighborhood peer sup-
port, school belonging, and neighborhood belonging, parcels

were constructed by randomly assigning scale items to parcels
(Kishton & Widaman, 1994). The advantages of using parcels
and indicators of constructs compared with items, as in total
disaggregation, include more precise parameter estimates and

higher reliabilities of parcels compared with items (Coffman &
MacCallum, 2005). In keeping with Bagozzi and Heatherton

Table 1. Correlations Among All Study Variables

School and neighborhood variables Academic and psychological outcomes

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Teacher

support

–

2. School

activities

.15* –

3. School peer

support

.07 �.04 –

4. Neighborhood

activities

�.04 �.08 .12 –

5. Neighborhood

peer support

�.01 �.05 .23** .27** –

6. School

belonging

.48*** .11 .37*** .04 .01 –

7. Neighborhood

belonging

.14* .05 .19** .20** .29*** .32*** –

8. Academic

aspirations

.06 .00 .23** .06 .06 .17* �.09 –

9. Academic

expectations

.24** .07 .29*** .12 .00 .28** �.02 .71*** –

10. Self-reported

grades

.32*** .04 .12 �.07 �.02 .19** �.04 .35*** .41*** –

11. Educational

values

.33*** .12 .22** .06 �.07 .31*** .04 .43*** .43*** .28*** –

12. School effort .30*** .11 .26*** .06 .06 .30*** .16* .34*** .40*** .50** .52*** –
13. Anxiety �.22** �.13 .04 �.09 .03 �.23** �.12 �.03 �.07 �.06 �.15* �.11 –
14. Depression �.27*** �.11 �.27*** �.13 �.06 �.39** �.32*** �.22*** �.23*** �.21** �.29*** �.35*** .55***

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2. Variable Means and Standard Deviations by School

Study variables

Full sample Public school 1 Public school 2 Parochial school

M SD Range M SD M SD M SD

Teacher support 1.84 0.59 0.00–3.00 2.04 0.53 1.89b2 0.59 1.62c 0.61

School activities 1.88 2.82 0.00–24.00 2.36 3.44 2.31b2 3.20 .95c1 1.98

School peer support 3.86 0.86 1.00–5.00 3.59 0.92 3.79 0.89 4.06c2 0.75

Neighborhood activities 3.79 4.16 0.00–24.00 3.13 3.67 3.94 4.39 4.50 4.66

Neighborhood peer support 2.70 1.54 1.00–5.00 2.16 1.32 2.63b1 1.57 3.18c2 1.51

School belonging 3.41 0.67 1.00–5.00 3.38 0.68 3.54b1 0.67 3.25 0.65

Neighborhood belonging 3.15 0.71 1.00–5.00 3.04 0.69 3.20 0.67 3.19 0.77

Academic aspirations 4.57 0.78 1.00–5.00 4.29 1.01 4.58 0.75 4.65 0.72

Academic expectations 4.20 1.00 1.00–5.00 4.06 0.95 4.13 1.11 4.31 0.88

Self-reported grades 2.91 0.77 1.00–4.00 2.91 0.76 2.84 0.89 2.94 0.64

Educational values 4.30 0.63 1.00–5.00 4.35 0.66 4.34 0.59 4.28 0.64

School effort 3.76 0.68 1.00–5.00 3.75 0.75 3.73 0.71 3.81 0.61

Anxiety 7.12 2.17 3.00–15.00 6.30a1 2.42 7.27 2.16 7.46c1 2.02

Depression 10.50 7.20 0.00–52.00 11.92 8.48 10.13 7.23 10.27 6.54

a1Significant difference between public school 1 and public school 2 (p < .05). b1Significant difference between public school 2 and parochial school

(p < .05); b2(p < .01). cSignificant difference between public school 1 and parochial school (p < .001); c2(p < .01); c1(p < .05).
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(1994), two parcels were constructed for scales having more
than five items, whereas three parcels were constructed for
scales having more than nine items.

We allowed free estimation of the covariance of the struc-
tural residuals among support and activities variables corre-
sponding to the same context (i.e., teacher support, school

activities, and school peer support; neighborhood activities
and neighborhood peer support) and school and neighbor-
hood belonging as well as between the five academic and two

psychological outcome variables. The model was estimated by
LISREL (version 8.53; Joreskog & Sorbom, 2002) using maxi-
mum likelihood (ML) methodology. Missing data on the
study variables ranged from 0% to 9.4% and was well below

the recommended limit for the amount of missing data that
can be accommodated by maximum likelihood estimation
(15.0%). In addition, missing data were equally distributed

throughout the questionnaire. Figure 2 depicts all of the sta-
tistically significant standardized path coefficients for the
hypothesized model with insignificant paths denoted by dashed

lines.

The final model was also tested for group differences by gen-
der and school attended by allowing for all direct paths from
these two variables to the other 14 variables. For purposes of

clarity, gender and school are not included in Figures 1 and 2,
although differences according to gender and school are
accounted for in the model. Table 3 provides means and stan-

dard deviations for all study variables by gender in addition to
significant differences in the structural relations observed by
gender in the model depicted in Figure 2. Males reported

higher school activity involvement and school belonging,
whereas females reported higher school peer support, self-
reported grades, and school effort.
The model tested and shown in Figure 2 was well supported

by the data (CFI = .96, RMSEA = .057). As an index that
takes model complexity into account, an RMSEA of .08 or less
is considered a reasonable fit. The CFI estimates the relative fit

of the target model in comparison with the baseline model
where all variables in the model are uncorrelated (Bentler,
1990; Hu & Bentler, 1995). The values of CFI range from 0 to

1 with values greater than .95 indicating a good model fit.

.29***

χ2 = 325.94
df = 193

CFI = .96
RMSEA = .057

Teacher
Support

School
Peer Support

Neighborhood
Peer Support

Academic 
Expectations

Academic
Aspirations

Grades

Educational
Values

Anxiety

Depression

.48***

.40***

.30***

.39***

.39***

.42***

.30***

-.16*

-.16*

-.39***

-.23**

-.18*

-.19**

Neighborhood
Belonging

School
Belonging

-.15*

School 
Effort

sb1 sb2 sb3

nb3nb2nb1

ts1

ss1

ts2

ns1

ss3

ss2

ns2

ns3

.97 .78 .80

.72.69.89

.96

1.00

.98

.93

.97

.83

.85

.87

School
Activities

Neighborhood
Activities

Figure 2. Structural model representing the relations of school factors to school belonging, neighborhood factors to neighborhood belonging, and

school and neighborhood belonging to academic outcomes and psychological well-being. Only statistically significant standardized path coefficients

(p < .05) are shown. Solid lines represent significant relations, and dashed lines represent nonsignificant paths. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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In keeping with our hypotheses, the model indicated that
increased teacher support (b = .48, p < .001) and school peer

support (b = .40, p < .001) were related to a greater sense of
school belonging. As predicted, neighborhood peer support was
significantly and positively linked to adolescents’ sense of neigh-
borhood belonging (b = .30, p < .001). Further, our model indi-

cated that school belonging was strongly associated with both
academic outcomes and psychological well-being. School
belonging was related to greater academic aspirations (b = .29,

p < .001), academic expectations (b = .39, p < .001), self-
reported grades (b = .30, p < .001), educational values (b = .42,
p < .001), and school effort (b = .39, p < .001). School belong-

ing was also associated with lower levels of anxiety (b = �.19,
p < .01) and depression (b = �.39, p < .001). Similarly, neigh-
borhood belonging was related to lower levels of depression

(b = �.16, p < .05). Contrary to our hypothesis, a greater sense
of neighborhood belonging was significantly linked to lower
academic aspirations (b = �.23, p < .01), academic expectations
(b = �.18, p < .05), grades (b = �.15, p < .05), and educational

values (b = �.16, p < .05).

Discussion

On the basis of prior findings in the literature, we expected

several factors to contribute to school belonging and, by exten-
sion, neighborhood belonging among low-income, Latino ado-
lescents. Surprisingly, we did not find a positive association

between involvement in school-based or neighborhood-based
activities and Latino adolescents’ sense of belonging in either
context. Although researchers have shown that engagement in

extracurricular activities can have many positive effects on
developmental outcomes (Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2007),
research findings do not universally tout the benefits of extra-
curricular involvement on its own (Feldman & Matjasko, 2005;

Mahoney, 2000; Miller, Melnick, Barnes, Sabo, & Farrell,
2007). For example, in one sample of Latino adolescent boys,
involvement in extracurricular activities was associated with

more problem behaviors in school (Prelow & Loukas, 2003). In

accord with our results, Faircloth and Hamm (2005) found that
teacher and peer support were salient predictors of school

belonging for Latino adolescents, whereas activity involvement
was not. To understand how activities influence adolescents’
feelings about their schools and neighborhoods, future work
must gather more detailed, in-depth information about the

nature of neighborhood activities. For example, is the activity
well supervised by caring adults? Does the activity occur in a
safe location? Does the adolescent voluntarily participate or feel

pressured to participate by a parent? For the purposes of the
present study, we were unable to collect such detailed informa-
tion about adolescents’ specific activities.

As hypothesized, teacher support and school peer support
were significantly associated with school belonging. These
results are in keeping with prior work in this area (Brown &

Evans, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm, 2005). Additionally, as
predicted, neighborhood peer support influenced students’ sense
of neighborhood belonging. Hence, positive and supportive
relationships with teachers and peers emerged as an integral

component of adolescents’ sense of belonging in both school
and neighborhood contexts. These findings emphasize the
importance of relationships to adolescents’ overall sense of

belonging in different contexts. However, the context from
which peer support is received may differentially impact adoles-
cent outcomes. In this study, peer support in the school context

contributed to school belonging, which was unequivocally
related to positive outcomes. In contrast, neighborhood peer
support was related to neighborhood belonging, thereby sup-

porting greater psychological well-being; yet, neighborhood
belonging was not associated with positive academic values,
indicating that support from peers in the neighborhood may
have an indirect, negative influence on academic outcomes.

In support of previous research, school belonging was related
to multiple indicators of healthy adjustment, including aca-
demic attitudes and behavior (Anderman, 2003; Roeser et al.,

1996; Steinberg et al., 1992) as well as socioemotional
well-being (Chipuer, 2001; Ozer, 2005; Shochet et al., 2006).
Specifically, school belonging was associated with higher

Table 3. Group Level Differences in Study Variables by Gender (N = 202)

Variable

Full sample Males Females

bM SD Range M SD M SD

Teacher support 1.84 0.59 0.00–3.00 1.89 0.63 1.80 0.59

School activities 1.88 2.82 0.00–24.00 2.41 0.91 1.52 1.06 �.16**
School peer support 3.86 0.86 1.00–5.00 3.62 0.90 4.01 0.82 .25***
Neighborhood activities 3.79 4.16 0.00–24.00 4.42 1.51 3.49 1.59

Neighborhood peer support 2.70 1.54 1.00–5.00 2.73 0.96 2.68 0.95

School belonging 3.41 0.67 1.00–5.00 3.54 0.63 3.32 0.69 �.24***
Neighborhood belonging 3.15 0.71 1.00–5.00 3.25 0.71 3.10 0.71

Academic aspirations 4.57 0.78 1.00–5.00 4.47 0.79 4.63 0.82

Academic expectations 4.20 1.00 1.00–5.00 4.06 0.97 4.29 1.01 .17***
Self-reported grades 2.91 0.77 1.00–4.00 2.74 0.78 3.03 0.74 .23***
Educational value 4.30 0.63 1.00–5.00 4.28 0.66 4.32 0.60

School effort 3.76 0.68 1.00–5.00 3.61 0.73 3.86 0.64 .25***
Anxiety 7.12 2.17 3.00–15.00 6.10 2.09 7.75 2.02 .34***
Depression 10.50 7.20 0.00–52.00 9.30 6.92 11.23 7.34

Note. Male = 0, female = 1.

**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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academic aspirations, academic expectations, self-reported
grades, educational values, and school effort. Additionally,
school belonging was related to lower levels of both anxiety

and depression. As was the case with school belonging, Latino
adolescents with a greater sense of neighborhood belonging
reported fewer symptoms of depression. It may be that these

adolescents felt safer, more comfortable, and more connected
to other people in their neighborhoods, ultimately resulting in
better psychological functioning. However, neighborhood

belonging was associated with lower academic aspirations,
expectations, self-reported grades, and educational values. The
neighborhoods in this study represent vibrant Latino communi-
ties that may enhance a sense of belonging for many of the

Latino adolescents living there. Nevertheless, the neighbor-
hoods are also economically disadvantaged, with approximately
one third of all families living below the poverty line (U.S.

Census Bureau, 2007). Adopting a sense of belonging to a low-
income neighborhood may limit adolescents’ belief in the
possibility or expectation of future educational attainment

because neighborhood role models are less likely to have com-
pleted high school. Further, adolescents living in low-income
neighborhoods with chronic environmental stressors may expe-

rience feelings of constrained choice (Rieker & Bird, 2005) that
restrict opportunities to choose education as a priority.
As this study demonstrates, examining the multiple compo-

nents of school and neighborhood belonging can provide

insight about the importance of different contexts for adoles-
cents’ academic and psychological functioning. Some research-
ers advocate the promotion of school belonging as an

important entry point for interventions aimed at improving
academic and psychological outcomes for youth (Anderman,
2003; Ibanez et al., 2004; Sanchez et al., 2005). Our study

confirms the underlying rationale for interventions that take a
more integrated approach in promoting positive developmen-
tal trajectories for low-income youth with academic adjust-
ment as one, but not the only, element of successful

transition into adulthood. Deciphering ways to increase ado-
lescents’ teacher support may be a key factor in increasing
not only the academic success but also the psychological well-

being of poor Latino adolescents via their sense of positive
school belonging.
Fostering a sense of neighborhood belonging might, however,

be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, our findings demon-
strate that neighborhood belonging serves as a protective factor
for adolescents with respect to psychological well-being, but our

data also show a trend toward undermining positive educational
outcomes. Although schools can be viewed as an integral part of
one’s neighborhood for many youth, our results suggest that in
this particular population, students may experience school and

neighborhood settings as incongruent contexts with inconsistent
norms. Policy efforts to promote positive developmental out-
comes among adolescents may also want to consider the some-

times conflicting role of multiple contexts. Clearly, more
research is needed to explore the differential effects of school
versus neighborhood contexts on adolescent functioning. Our

study, with its uniquely Latino, primarily Dominican sample,
provides preliminary findings and encouragement for future
research on belonging to incorporate non-Latino youth and
Latinos of other ethnicities as well as schools and neighborhoods

of different racial and socioeconomic composition. Further,
studies that explore possible interactions between adolescents’
sense of school and neighborhood belonging are also warranted.

It is important to note the limitations of our investigation.
First, our survey was limited by combining adolescent friend-
ships into two categorical groups. In our survey, adolescents

answered questions about the friends whom they saw at school.
We then explicitly asked students to indicate whether they had
any neighborhood friends whom they did not see at school.

Thus, we obtained a clear indication of those adolescents who
had a group of neighborhood friends who were separate from
the friends they saw at school. Unfortunately, we were not able
to ascertain how many of their friends overlapped in both

school and neighborhood settings.
Second, the cross-sectional design of this study does not

allow us to speak conclusively about the directionality of rela-

tions found. Anderman (2003) proposed that higher GPA may
reinforce a student’s sense of school belonging because of pub-
lic acknowledgments of achievement like honor rolls and stu-

dent-of-the-month awards. Thus, the relation between academic
achievement and school belonging may, in fact, be reciprocal.
Similarly, adolescents who are functioning better and who are

more prosocial may feel more connected to their schools (Ozer,
2005). Future longitudinal research would help determine the
directionality of these and other relations. Third, this study did
not include family process variables or externalizing behaviors

as outcomes. More research is needed to determine associations
between a sense of home, school, and neighborhood belonging
with adolescents’ externalizing behaviors. Fourth, our study

relied exclusively on measures of adolescent self-report that
might inflate some of the associations because of common
method bias. Finally, our sample size did not allow us to com-

pare model fit by gender (Kline, 2011) or to tailor our research
questions to specific subethnic Latino groups. Future work with
larger sample sizes should avoid the tendency to overgeneralize
between genders or among one racial or ethnic group and

should examine relations within different Latino ethnic
subgroups.
As this study demonstrates, examining multiple components

of adolescents’ school and neighborhood settings increases
the possibility of determining what specific points of interven-
tion may be most successful in promoting academic success

and psychological well-being. Our finding that social supports
were significantly associated with both school and neighbor-
hood belonging for this low-income sample of students

implies that seeking ways to foster positive interpersonal rela-
tionships in schools and neighborhoods may be essential to
fostering psychological well-being among Latino adolescents.
Promoting academic success, on the other hand, may be

more complicated. Further investigation of both school and
neighborhood factors is necessary to inform policies and
effectively target those factors that may aid in the creation

of culturally appropriate interventions aimed at improving
academic and psychosocial functioning among low-income
Latino youth.

Keywords: Latino adolescents; education; academic achieve-
ment; school belonging; neighborhood belonging; psychological
well-being; teacher support; peer support
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