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Abstract

Purpose — This paper aims to explore strategies used by teachers within and beyond the classroom to foster a
sense of belonging at international boarding secondary schools. Drawing on the belonging hypothesis and
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory, this study considers the implications of low or high usage of

evidence-based strategies on students’ membership within diverse learning communities.

Design/methodology/approach — This study used a mixed-method, sequential exploratory approach.

Convenience sampling resulted in 53 teacher participants from 11 international boarding schools.

Findings — While teachers used a wide range of strategies to nurture students’ sense of belonging to the
school community, there were limited links to children’s family and home community contexts. This gap may
hinder students’ ability to navigate and develop their identities independently of institutional norms. Although
schools excel in fostering community-building practices, they are less effective in providing professional
development for educators on belonging and lack a unified vision for its implementation. Hence, individual

teacher’s efforts to foster belonging maybe fragmented or underutilised.

Research limitations/implications — While teacher perspectives provide valuable insights into students’
experiences, they represent an indirect meaning-making of students’ belonging, their interaction with peers
and their involvement in the school community. It is acknowledged that teachers’ observations can be
influenced by factors such as academic performance, behaviour or personal bias. Therefore, findings based on

these perspectives should be interpreted with caution.

Originality/value — This research offers insights into the experiences of teachers working in international
boarding schools regarding practices and pedagogies that can promote student belonging and the development
of strong, stable interpersonal relationships with school staff and their peers. It provides contribution to deeper
understanding of belonging, which can affect identity negotiation in a diverse schooling context. The study
highlights the need for professional development opportunities that promote cohesive institution-wide
approaches to student belonging, including increased collaboration with families and home communities to

support the development of students” multifaceted identities school belonging.

Keywords Belonging, Multicultural education, Diversity, Identity, School leadership,
Classroom strategies

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

A sense of belonging relates to the extent to which a student feels accepted, valued,
included, supported and cared for by those within the school community (Allen et al., 2016).
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Research emphasises the importance of school belonging and the powerful impact this has
on academic performance, mental well-being and propensity to engage in risky behaviours
(Allen et al., 2016; Kiefer et al., 2015; Whidden et al., 2020). Nevertheless, a gap remains in
understanding teachers’ beliefs about, understanding of and strategies for fostering
belonging. This is concerning given the critical role teacher—student relationships play in
shaping students’ sense of belonging (Brewster and Bowen, 2004).

International schools are a unique site to investigate school belonging because students do
not experience cultural homogeneity (Hayden and Thompson, 1995). As they are removed
from their local communities, and in the case of boarding schools, family members and
challenges in personal identity formation (Cockburn, 2002) may cause obstacles for their
sense of belonging. Conversely, a lack of belonging in such intercultural settings may
complicate students’ ability to construct and express their identities.

In an increasingly globalised world, within the past five years alone, numbers of
international schools operating have increased by 8.5% (to 14,010), and numbers of students
enrolled by 10% (to 6.9 million) (ISC Research, 2024). Nevertheless, understanding of
belonging in international boarding secondary school context remains limited. Moreover,
little is known about how belonging can be seen beyond the personal and individual
experience, i.e. seeing the systemic nature of belonging (Kuttner, 2023), or how institutional
practices can have trickledown effect on students’ perception of school belonging. Notably,
the relationship between family and home culture should be considered in the evolution of
students’ school belonging in boarding context.

To address this gap, this study examines the frequency of which strategies that promote
belonging are used through teachers’ perspectives at a set of international, boarding schools.

The following questions guide the research:

RQ1. To what extent do teachers implement classroom practices aimed at promoting a
sense of belonging?

RQ2. What institutional practices, if any, are employed to enhance students’ sense of
belonging at schools?

Literature review

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological framework and belonging

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological framework offers a comprehensive lens for investigating
belonging in boarding schools, focusing on interactions between students and their
environments across time, context, personal agency and the direct (proximal) and indirect
(distal) influences between the student and their surroundings (El Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022;
Hayes et al., 2017). The model situates the individual student in the middle, with unique
traits for emotional stability, characteristics and motivation. The student is nested within the
microsystem which includes activities and relationships that most directly influence their
development at school (e.g. peer/teacher/school staff support). This layer is followed by the
mesosystem consisting of interactions between two or more factors in which the student
actively participates (e.g. school policies, extracurricular activities and relations in family/
boarding house). The next layer, the exosystem, includes links and processes between
settings such as the neighbouring local village, other dorms within the school. The final
layers are the macrosystem, which represents broad cultural/societal impacts, and the
chronosystem which refers to the time dimension and how life events (e.g. parents’ divorce,
moving from home to boarding school, ...) affect development. In sum, this framework
allows the current study to examine how strategies across ecological layers, specifically the
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individual, micro and mesosystem levels, interact and influence students’ sense of school
belonging. Figure 1 illustrates the various layers of the Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological
framework as applied to the context of this study.

Identity development in international schools

International schools, by its nature, create a “third place” (Grimshaw and Sears, 2008). Here,
students create and negotiate an identity that is neither fully aligned with characteristics of
their “home” culture, nor that of their new host culture. This in-between space helps students
develop self-affirming identities, while also being a site of cultural disjuncture and mobility
(Grimshaw and Sears, 2008).

At international schools, students identify their sense of belonging not to a country but to
communities that accept diversity and value differences in thoughts (Cruz et al., 2023), yet
the experience of belonging could be shaped by factors such as duration of attendance,
whether students had a choice in the relocation and school characteristics (Bagnall, 2015).
Schools play an important role in supporting students to adapt to a new environment, around
peers with the same situation as them (Bagnall, 2015), but Fitzsimons (2019) cautioned that
certain practices including curriculum, extracurricular activities and school celebrations,
may privilege certain “identities” over others. This friction calls for an examination of what
and how belonging strategies operate within international schools and their role in identity
negotiation.

Belonging in schools
The idea of belonging was first considered important in the study of human psychology. In
Maslow (1954), the need to belong is a prerequisite for the needs of self-esteem and
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Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological framework in boarding international school context
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self-actualisation. Belonging is multidimensional and has been described in the past as
feeling of “being at home” (Antonsich, 2010). Within education, school belonging was
coined “the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and
supported by others in the school environment” (Goodenow, 1993, p. 80), and later described
as deep connection (Allen et al., 2021) and relating and acceptance (Longaretti, 2020).
Nevertheless, the definition is constantly evolving.

In school, a sense of belonging can influence the socio-emotional development of young
people and their academic success (Arslan et al., 2020). Conversely, a lack of belonging can
lower motivation, resulting in reduced engagement, academic performance and even school
withdrawal (Goodenow, 1993; Strayhorn, 2012). Belonging, in multicultural school
environments, provides a framework for students to reconcile their home cultures with the
institutional culture, influencing how they see themselves and relate to others (Hashemi,
2025a).

Contributing factors to a school climate conducive to nurturing belonging include
effective learning environment, teacher—student relationship, school safety, extracurricular
activities, peer interactions and parental involvement (El Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022).With
our current understanding of belonging, research points to the need to not only explore
factors within the layers of youth’s bioecological development, but also the interplay
between them to understand how factors interact to create, nurture, or hinder belonging.

Microlevel impact: importance of teachers in students’sense of belonging

Teacher support is consistently identified as the most critical factor in students’ sense of
belonging, with positive teacher—student relationships linked to better adjustment, academic
engagement and belonging (Brewster and Bowen, 2004; Chong et al., 2010, Allen et al.,
2021). Additionally, teachers’ feedback influence students’ interest and enjoyment of a
content subject (Chi et al., 2021). Wang and Holcombe (2010) study found that students who
perceived their teachers as supportive and mastery-oriented reported higher school
participation.

Vidourek et al. (2011) suggest that the most common strategies used by teachers to
support belonging are referring to students by name, acting as a positive role model and
maintaining high behavioural standards. The same study suggested that teachers are less
likely to promote parental involvement or community engagement. However, research points
to the importance of strong parent—adolescent relationships for nurturing psychological
wellbeing, especially for students living in boarding schools (Hasanah et al., 2022), as
emotional closeness with parents is crucial until young people achieve the psychological and
social maturity to manage life independently (Xing et al., 2021). Parental involvement also
associated with higher levels of belonging outside of boarding context (Peng and Joo, 2024).
Teachers, as part of the microsystem interactions, hold influence as they can encourage or
discourage students in relationship building with those in the school and in their family. This
study investigates which strategies teachers use the most at classroom level to foster
belonging.

Mesolevel impact: School belonging at an institutional level

Besides teacher-led strategies, schools can also implement institution-wide practices that aimed
at increasing belonging for students. All schools function under a variety of institution-wide
policies and practices, which encompass rules, guidelines and practical initiatives to create a
consistent and supportive environment for students. Evidence suggests that inclusion on a
school-wide level can be accomplished through shared leadership (Rice and Schneider, 1994),
and effective policies built upon shared objectives (Van Gasse et al., 2016). A unified vision can

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jmef/article-pdf/20/3/389/11445778/jme-09-2025-0232en.pdf by guest on 12 August 2026



allow for reconciling diverse ideas, establishing clear priorities and creating an actionable plan
(Harris, 2003; Kessler, 1992).

Extracurricular activities foster peer connection and increase intrinsic motivation, with
positive impact on belonging across diverse contexts, by providing opportunities for peer
interaction outside the classroom which may foster and deepen existing connections based
on shared interests and values (Schaefer et al., 2011; Jones and Morrow, 2022; Bouchard
et al., 2022). The findings suggest that both the availability and quality of student
engagement in activities outside the classroom matter.

In schools with diverse student populations, group membership opportunities tend to
take the shape of school events and celebrations (Bennouna et al., 2021; Niemi and
Hotulainen, 2015). Considering the various identities represented in the school’s student
demographic, especially in intercultural contexts, this can allow adolescents to
not only feel included but also build an increased appreciation of their own and others’
traditions.

While a strong sense of belonging is linked to well-being, positive affect and self-esteem
among youth, few studies have explored school strategies to promote belonging, particularly
from the teachers’ perspective. Existing research disproportionately focused on
microsystem-level factors, prompting calls for broader, multi-level analyses within the
bioecological framework (Kuttner et al., 2023). Thus, through teacher-reported surveys of
self-led and school-wide strategies, this study addresses said gap by exploring how
belonging is cultivated through the proximal relationships within the bioecological layers
(i.e. between micro and mesolevel interactions).

Methodology

The purpose of this study is to explore teachers’ perception of students’ sense of
belonging. It is rooted in constructivism, which acknowledges that multiple realities co-
exist and there is little consensus around the nature of knowledge (Guba and Lincoln,
1994). An explanatory sequential mixed-method design was used (Creswell and Plano
Clark, 2018). In the first, quantitative phase of the study, online survey data was collected
from faculty at a set of 11 secondary international boarding schools to assess the use of
strategies that promote a sense of belonging in the classroom and in the school
environment. The second, qualitative phase was a follow-up to the quantitative results to
help explore and explain their reason behind frequency rating of different strategies and
gather deeper insights into their perception of students belonging. In this exploratory
follow-up, the plan was to explore how institution-wide practices at the mesolevel
interact with teacher-chosen strategies at the microlevel and the effects on the individual
student. This study consists of data from a non-probabilistic convenience sampling
(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). Participants are teachers from a network of schools
that operate within one organisation. No additional institutional-level data beyond
teacher perspectives was collected. Schools offer the International Baccalaureate
Diploma Programme to students representing over 80 nationalities with English being the
primary language of instruction. Student demographics are varied across a wide range of
socioeconomic backgrounds due to the merit-based, scholarship-funded nature of these
institutions. Due to this diversity, this study has a global reach, with participating schools
spanning three continents of Asia, Europe and North America.

As survey responses were anonymous, school-level distribution could not be tracked,
raising the risk of overrepresentation from certain schools. For the qualitative data collection,
purposeful sampling was used to select teachers from each participating schools to ensure
balanced representation (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative data were collected
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JME Table 1. Domain descriptions of survey design

2 0’ 3 Domain Description
1. Individual level variables Strategies with targeted areas of academic
1.1 Individual level skills motivation, emotional stability and
personal characteristics
394 2. Microlevel variables Strategies that nurture the bond between
2.1 Teacher—student relationship-building skills students and their classroom teachers and
2.2 Classroom 2.2 community relationship-building skills promote relationship between students and
peers
3. Mesolevel variables Practices that enhance relationship
3.1 Community building practices between all members of the school
3.3 School-wide practicesContinuing professional development (including professional/ pastoral staff,
(CPD) leadership team) and processes that

involve policies and school vision

via a Microsoft Forms survey. Table 1 outlines the thematic structure guiding the survey design
by categorising variables into individual, microlevel and mesolevel domains, as adapted from
evidence-based strategies for belonging in secondary schools (Allen et al., 2016).

Semi-structured interviews were later conducted to explore trends emerging from the
quantitative survey results, taking into consideration the unique student demographic of each
school. Participants expanded on contrasting responses to the same questions or provide
similar answers, effectively creating a pattern that could potentially be generalised for all
schools (Nowell et al., 2017).

SPSS Statistics software was used for descriptive and frequency analysis. Interview data was
exported ported to NVivo 15 software for thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke (2021).
This, reflexive thematic analysis framework provided a structured and reflexive approach to
identifying initial codes, analysing themes and interpreting patterns of meaning. This flexible
approach allowed for the modification of information and examination of contrasting
perspectives of research participants while summarising a large data set (Nowell et al., 2017).

Research ethics approval was obtained from the Trinity College Dublin Research Ethics
Committee, taking into consideration rights to withdraw, informed consent, data
confidentiality and respondents’ anonymity.

While teacher perspectives provide valuable insights into students’ experiences, they
represent an indirect meaning-making of students’ belonging, their interaction with peers
and their involvement in the school community. It is acknowledged that teachers’
observations can be influenced by factors such as academic performance, behaviour or
personal bias (Venetz et al., 2019). Therefore, findings based on these perspectives should be
interpreted with caution.

Findings and discussion
This section presents a side-by-side analysis of qualitative and quantitative data, organised
according to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework. It examines strategies used by
educators and schools to foster belonging across three key levels: individual level,
microlevel and mesolevel.

Of the 53 survey participants (see Table 2 for participants profiles), 19 participated in
follow-up interviews. Participants were primarily female (n=34), with varied roles
including Anti-Racism, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (ARDEI) Committee Leaders,
Socio-emotional Learning Coordinators, Deputy Heads of College, Head of Departments
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Table 2. Research participants profiles

Demographic features Number of participants*
Gender

Male 16

Female 34

Non-binary 1

Prefer not to say 2

Years teaching at current school system

1-5 years 33
5-10 years 15
10 years or more 5

Years teaching in general

1-5 years 2
5-10 years 35
10 years or more 16
Qualifications

Bachelor’s degree 33
Master’s degree 34
PhD/ doctorate 6
Teaching license/ certification 35

Note(s): *N=53

(Academics/Extracurricular/Residential Life), Learning Support Coordinators and Dorm
Parents). Overall, the shortest tenure among participants in this school system is two years,
while the longest is 22 years.

The following section analysing individual level and microlevel skills provides insights
into the first research question: To what extent do teachers implement classroom practices
aimed at promoting a sense of belonging?

Individual level skills

At the individual level, teachers indicated that the most frequently used strategy for
belonging are relate classroom teaching to students’ real world and experiences as well as
helping students identify individual character strengths. This finding broadly supports the
work of other studies in this area (Wang and Holcombe, 2010; Chi et al., 2021) that
emphasised the importance of teachers’ growth mindset about students’ abilities and their
feedback in a subject. On the other hand, prompting students to consider their role in
fostering their sense of belonging at school is a practice that is used the least often, with some
indicating they never used this strategy (Figure 2).

Findings highlighted how educators emphasised student agency as a key driver of
belonging. Teachers believed that the more students feel that they could do things with their
lives and have a say on campus, the more they appreciate what’s going on, leading to a
stronger sense of belonging. One teacher provided ways for which agency can play out in the
classroom by facilitating learning that aligns with students’ interests:

[1] give them opportunities to propose their activities e.g. tutor group gathering, extra-curricular
activities, block activities, overseas trips, involve students in designing the scheme of work, etc.
So, they can take autonomy and ownership of their learning.
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Frequency of Strategy Used (Individual Level)
Academic motivation, emotional stability, and personal characteristics

25
20
15
10
Relate classroom Help students Teach skills and Provide learning ~ Prompt students to
teaching to real identify individual strategies related to materials on consider their role in
world character strengths motivation and students’ interests  fostering their own
competence SOB

M Never M Lessthanonceamonth MAfewtimesamonth MAfewtimesaweek ™M Everyday

Figure 2. Educators’ self-reported frequency of using individual-level belonging practices

In multicultural settings, such agency is especially significant, as it allows students to assert
their voices, make culturally meaningful choices and engage with the school environment in
ways that reflect their diverse identities. Nevertheless, this active engagement of students is
mostly limited to their learning, respondents did not mention how agency play a part in
students’ own role in fostering belonging at school.

Microlevel strategies

Teacher—student relationships. At the microlevel, to encourage belonging through
teacher—student relationships, teachers often try and relate to students and get to know
them. At the other end of the spectrum, teachers rarely encourage students to maintain
relationships with parents, the only strategy that some teachers indicated they never use
(Figure 3).

Educators prioritise seeing students in a holistic manner, getting to know them not only in
the classroom but also in a pastoral setting. They highlighted the importance of daily dorm
“check-in as moments where students feel seen by adults ‘from a place of genuine concern
and care’” (P4).

However, teachers rarely encouraged students to maintain connections with their
families — only three out of 19 mentioned parental involvement. Some expressed hesitation
in involving parents:

[...] Not because parents are bad, but them not being here, we do not want to alarm them if it’s
something that can be solved, just by giving it a little bit of time, because sometimes students they
don’t give themselves the time. (P16)

In contrast, one teacher suggested the possibility of engaging parents more due to their
rapport with the students prior to their attendance at the school, calling on the support of
guardians, as they “can really help students not in a punitive manner, but more like, ‘hey, you
are struggling. Let’s address this as a family.’” (P6)

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jmef/article-pdf/20/3/389/11445778/jme-09-2025-0232en.pdf by guest on 12 August 2026



Frequency of Strategy Used (Micro Level)
Teacher - Student Relationship
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Try to relate to students Make small talk before/ Academic support Opportunities for Encourage students to
and get to know them after class outside of class students to show talk to their parents

responsibility
‘ HmNever MLlessthanonceamonth MAfewtimesamonth BAfewtimesaweek M Everyday

Figure 3. Educators’ self-reported frequency of using micro-level belonging practices, regarding
teacher—student relationship

The boarding school context may contribute to teachers’ reluctance to involve parents due to
the physical removal of students from their home communities. While research highlights the
positive impact of family support on student well-being (Peng and Joo, 2024; Stanley and Kuo,
2022), limited engagement may hinder early intervention and weaken students’ sense of
continuity between home and school. Moreover, it has been suggested that autonomy, a
necessary skill for boarders, is linked to better adjustment when occurring alongside warm and
connected parent—adolescent relationship (Xing et al., 2021). Hence, family assistance could
potentially support students in finding pockets of connection within the school.

Student—student relationships
Teachers frequently supported student—student relationships by fostering respect and
inclusivity around learning progress (Figure 4).

They emphasised the importance of creating a classroom culture where making
mistakes is safe and encouraged, and building students rapport is essential for this to
happen. One language teacher described building trust by ensuring that students know
neither “[the teacher] nor any class member is not going to make fun of them when they
make mistakes”. (P9)

When teachers are successful in supporting students to feel comfortable and confident in
the company of the class, they are more at ease and it allows them to connect with others,
regardless of the level of prior knowledge of the subject. Another teacher shared how
students appreciated a maths class where questions were welcomed without criticism. He
said: “I don’t know exactly what this teacher does to create such an environment, but I think
it probably is just being patient, being nonjudgmental”. (P4)

The following section analysing mesolevel variables aims to answer the second research
question: What institutional practices, if any, are employed to enhance students’ sense of
belonging at schools?
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Frequency of Strategy Used (Micro Level)

JME Student - Student Relationship
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to be inclusive and  learning strategies small groups in to be academically  students can know
respectful of others’ lessons supportive each other better

learning progress

HNever MLessthanonceamonth WA fewtimesamonth ®A fewtimesaweek ™ Everyday

Figure 4. Educators’ self-reported frequency of using micro-level belonging practices, regarding
peer—peer relationship

Mesolevel variables

Practices at the mesosystem level included six items representing institutional-level
strategies that promote belonging in students. Of these practices, teachers indicate their
agreement most strongly with strategies under community building practices and school-
wide strategies, while opinions remain mixed on those under continuing professional
development (Figure 5).

Community building practices: creating opportunities for group membership. The
connection between group participation and belonging was powerfully echoed in the
empirical findings. All participating schools were found to offer numerous opportunities for
students to join or create group spaces. One particularly compelling example came from a
teacher who described the impact of the creative writing club, highlighting how small,
intentionally mixed groups allow for deep emotional sharing and interpersonal connection:

It’s this beautiful space where people share what they write. [...] And it’s this weird group of kids
who would never interact with each other, but they share their whole hearts. The safety and the
coziness of it is like a little pocket of belonging for kids who won’t necessarily have that. (P3)

Cultural events were also described as central to community-building efforts in these boarding
schools, which showcase the diverse identities of individuals through events like Black History
Month, Pride, Lunar New Year, Holi and Eid. One teacher reflected on a shift away from
traditional cultural weeks towards more inclusive and student-driven expressions of identity:

We said very early on that we weren’t going to do cultural weeks. Our anthropology teacher at the
time said it was a form of cultural imperialism. [...] So now what we do is the idea of [seasonal
celebrations]. For spring day, we spend the morning gardening together and then in the afternoon
students can run activities around spring that they bring from all over the world. [...] (P14)

These findings align with the literature in confirming that group membership
opportunities — whether through clubs or cultural events — play a central role in
promoting belonging (Jones and Morrow, 2022; Thies and Falk, 2023). While Hashemi
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Frequency of Strategy Used (Meso Level)
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Figure 5. Educators’ perceptions of how much their institution engages in meso-level belonging-
support strategies

(2025b) notes that cultural celebrations can foster appreciation of diversity among all
students, intentionality and culturally responsiveness is necessary to increase students’
sense of belonging, especially for those from nondominant culture groups (Bennouna
et al., 2021). Research also questioned the idea of which “identity” is implicitly
promoted through school curriculum, celebrations and extracurricular activities
(Fitzsimons, 2019), further complicating the negotiation of students’ home identity in
their process of creating their new-found self-affirming identities in boarding schools.
This study extends existing literature by showing that promoting belonging needs to
include intentionally designing culturally responsive spaces that honour students’ home
identities and support the development of evolving identities.

School-wide support systems and practices. In addition to offering group membership
opportunities, schools implement various support systems and school-wide practices to
nurture students’ sense of belonging including policies, shared vision, residential
arrangements, advisor/tutor systems and wellbeing resources. A unified vision can
harmonise diverse perspectives and guide concrete actions that enhance students’
community membership (Harris, 2003; Kessler, 1992).

While quantitative data suggests that most respondents agreed that their schools have a
shared vision of belonging, when asked about policies or mission statements that highlighted
this, teachers struggled to name specific ones. Some cited the general student code of conduct
that provided guidance on expectations of being a community member. One teacher voiced
their confusion regarding how policy could reflect belonging specifically and how that might
work in practice:

You can have loads of policies, but [you’d] read them once and then you just forget about what’s in
there. To me, [is] a sense of belonging or wellbeing such an obvious thing? [...] What’s gonna be
in a policy about it apart from, “we believe here that everybody should feel a sense of belonging?”
(P11).
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However, the Anti-Racism, Discrimination, Equity and Inclusion (ARDEI) policy was
consistently mentioned, with teachers highlighting its role in promoting awareness and
creating spaces for students to discuss identity, culture and stereotypes (P09). Considering
the diverse student demographic at the schools, this seemed to be one of the few policies that
are shared across the different campuses.

Taken together, these findings suggest that while the formalisation of a “belonging”
policy may be rare, policies that foreground equity and inclusion function as critical levers
for cultivating a sense of belonging. This aligns with the literature emphasising the
importance of shared objectives and collaborative leadership in enacting school-wide visions
that promote wellbeing and connectedness (Rice and Schneider, 1994; Van Gasse et al.,
2016). The challenge for schools, then, lies in bridging the gap between broad values and
actionable policies that make belonging explicit, visible and embedded in everyday practice.

Teacher’s informal support and CPD on belonging. Teachers often mention individual
practices to nurture students’ sense of belonging outside of the classroom. This support is
personal, such as noticing when students may feel lonely on campus, recognising when they
are present or absent in class, offering check-ins outside of the classroom and in pastoral
settings, or engaging in small acts of kindness:

We kind of can predict student who might face issues with a sense of belonging. I would maybe
approach them and [...] in a in sort of a roundabout way, asking them maybe what have they done
over the weekend, if they did anything interesting, where did they go? Did they manage to go the
nearest town to explore a little bit? Did they go alone or with their friends? (P16).

While these efforts reflect strong relational instinct, they raise questions about whether such
methods constitute intentional belonging strategies or simply good teaching? Without a
coordinated vision or formal training, these practices rely heavily on individual teacher
initiatives and may be inconsistent across the school. This is especially worth considering
since international school teachers play a crucial role in helping students navigate a sense of
cultural disjuncture and alienation (Grimshaw and Sears, 2008).

Continuous Professional Development (CPD) could play a key role in equipping teachers
to foster belonging, but it appears that structured training is lacking. A notable number of
respondents selected a neutral response to the statements under this category, suggesting a
lack of clear perception or recall of targeted training in this area. This ambivalence may
reflect the diffused nature of “belonging” as a concept, which intersects with various aspects
of identity (e.g. race, language, gender, culture) and may not be explicitly foregrounded in
professional development initiatives, even when indirectly addressed. Specifically, one
participant mentioned CPD in general, but not focused or dedicated to belonging:

Homeroom teachers have to [be trained], and when we set up the school, we said that we would
make sure that our staff do professional development. Every other month [CPD] will be on pastoral
care. The other times, it’s pedagogical. So, we alternate and sometimes there’s an overlap. (P14)

Only three of 19 teachers mentioned CPD in the interview, suggesting a gap in training on
evidence-based practices for belonging, and specifically on its intersection with identity, culture
and wellbeing. Teachers pride themselves on being open and approachable, but without formal
training, they may rely on instinct. Embedding belonging into CPD could ensure more consistent
support across the school, reducing the risk that some students feel unseen or unsupported.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates an investigation into students’ sense of belonging through teachers’
perspectives while using the Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological framework for its designs.
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Strong evidence emerges regarding factors that contribute to students’ sense of belonging,
while confirming practices within and beyond the classrooms that individual teachers and
institutions are implementing to nurture a sense of belonging in students.

Three major findings emerged from the data analysis:

In terms of classroom strategies, teachers frequently related content to students lived
experiences, built personal connections and promoted peer inclusivity. Less
emphasis was placed on encouraging parent engagement or prompting students to
reflect on their own role in fostering belonging.

Institutions are perceived as strong in community-building efforts but less consistent
in offering professional development focused on belonging.

Gaps in mesolevel practices, such as limited training or shared understanding of
belonging, can weaken micro level interactions (i.e. teacher—student relationship),
where belonging is most directly experienced due to the proximal nature of these
ecological layers, and possibly undermine belonging at the individual level.

Empirical research gives validity to what was previously only known as “anecdotal
evidence” amongst educators by recording the experience of individual teachers to search for
common patterns regarding students’ belonging and by extension, strategies being used in
various schools. As Bagnall (2015) posited, when borders become more flexible, so do the
ideas of belonging and identity. Belonging is not a linear process as it occurs within a
synergetic framework that includes multitude of stakeholders. International schools that are
aware of the issues of their students who moved globally can better provide supportive
environments for students, which paved the path for better sense of belonging (Bagnall,
2015). This research encourages schools to consider the role of parental involvement in
students’ progress in search of belonging, the role of individual student’s agency in finding
their own belonging, and the importance of CPDs on providing a space for educators to
update on best practices while sharing their experiences with one another to ensure unified
approaches to students’ belonging. By highlighting both effective practices and areas of
improvements in nurturing belonging at international schools, this research contributes to
ongoing discussions of the complex relationship between identity negotiation and belonging
in intercultural education settings. It urges key stakeholders contained within the various
bioecological layers of students’ development to further the discussion and collaborate to
create a more inclusive space for students.

References

Allen, K.A., Kern, M.L., Rozek, C.S., McInereney, D. and Slavich, G.M. (2021), “Belonging: a review
of conceptual issues, an integrative framework, and directions for future research”, Australian
Journal of Psychology, Vol. 73 No. 1, pp. 87-102, doi: 10.1080/00049530.2021.1883409.

Allen, K.-A., Vella-Brodrick, D. and Waters, L. (2016), “Fostering school belonging in secondary
schools using a socio-ecological framework”, The Educational and Developmental Psychologist,
Vol. 33 No. 1, pp. 97-121, doi: 10.1017/edp.2016.5.

Antonsich, M. (2010), “Searching for belonging — an analytical framework”, Geography Compass,
Vol. 4 No. 6, pp. 644-659, doi: 10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00317 x.

Arslan, G., Allen, K.A. and Ryan, T. (2020), “Exploring the impacts of school belonging on youth
wellbeing and mental health among turkish adolescents”, Child Indicator Research, Vol. 13,
pp- 1619-1635, doi: 10.1007/s12187-020-09721-z.

Bagnall, N. (2015), “The school’s significance in student perceptions of affiliation and belonging”, In
Global Identity in Multicultural and International Educational Contexts, Routledge, pp. 61-76.

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jmef/article-pdf/20/3/389/11445778/jme-09-2025-0232en.pdf by guest on 12 August 2026

Journal for
Multicultural
Education

401



http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00049530.2021.1883409
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/edp.2016.5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00317.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12187-020-09721-z

JME Bennouna, C., Brumbaum, H., McLay, M.M., Allaf, C. and Wessells, M. (2021), “The role of culturally
20.3 responsive social and emotional learning in supporting refugee inclusion and belonging: a
’ thematic analysis of service provider perspectives”, Plos One, Vol. 16 No. 8, p. e0256743, doi:
10.1371/journal.pone.0256743.

Bouchard, M., Denault, A. and Guay, F. (2022), “Extracurricular activities and adjustment among
students at disadvantaged high schools: the mediating role of peer relatedness and school
402 belonging”, Journal of Adolescence, Vol. 95 No. 3, doi: 10.1002/jad.12132.

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2021), Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide, Sage, London.

Brewster, A.B. and Bowen, G.L. (2004), “Teacher support and the school engagement of Latino middle
and high school students at risk of school failure”, Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal,
Vol. 21 No. 1, pp. 47-67, doi: 10.1023/B:CASW.0000012348.83939.6b.

Chong, W.H., Huan, V.S., Quek, C.L., Yeo, L.S. and Ang, R.P. (2010), “Teacher-student relationship:
the influence of teacher interpersonal behaviours and perceived beliefs about teachers on the
school adjustment of low achieving students in Asian middle schools”, School Psychology
International, Vol. 31 No. 3, pp. 312-328, doi: 10.1177/0143034310366207.

Cockburn, L. (2002), “Children and young people living in changing worlds: the process of assessing
and understanding the ‘third culture kid’”, School Psychology International, Vol. 23 No. 4,
pp. 390-407.

Creswell, J.W. and Plano Clark, V.L. (2018), Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research,
3rd eds. Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA.

Cruz, N.I,, Hou, M., Ichikawa, A. and Glass, C.R. (2023), “International schools as transnational spaces
for global learning and identity development”, Journal of Research in International Education,
Vol. 22 No. 2, pp. 103-120, doi: 10.1177/14752409231189365.

El Zaatari, W. and Maalouf, 1. (2022), “How the bronfenbrenner bio-ecological system theory explains
the development of students’ sense of belonging to school?”, Sage Open, Vol. 12 No. 4, doi: 10.
1177/21582440221134089.

Fitzsimons, S. (2019), “Students’ (inter)national identities within international schools: a qualitative
study”, Journal of Research in International Education, Vol. 18 No. 3, pp. 274-291.

Goodenow, C. (1993), “The psychological sense of school membership among adolescents: scale
development and educational correlates”, Psychology in the Schools, Vol. 30 No. 1, pp. 79-90,
doi: 10.1002/1520-6807(199301)30:1<79::AID-PITS2310300113>3.0.CO;2-X.

Grimshaw, T. and Sears, C. (2008), “Where am I from? ‘Where do I belong?’ the negotiation and
maintenance of identity by international school students”, Journal of Research in International
Education, Vol. 7 No. 3, pp. 259-278.

Guba, E.G. and Lincoln, Y.S. (1994), “Competing paradigms in qualitative research”, in Denzin, N.K.
and Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds) Handbook of Qualitative Research, Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA.

Harris, A. (2003), “Teacher leadership and school improvement”, Effective Leadership for School
Improvement, Routledge Falmer, London, pp. 72-83.

Hasanah, U., Fahiraza, M., Oktaviani, M., Zulfa, V. and Faesal, M. (2022), “Influence of boarding
school climate and family support on the subjective well-being of adolescents in boarding
schools”, Journal of Positive School Psychology, Vol. 6 No. 3, pp. 77-85.

Hashemi, A. (2025a), Navigating Identity and Belonging: The Role of Intercultural Education in
Shaping Global Citizens, Intech Open, doi: 10.5772/intechopen.1006364.

Hashemi, A. (2025b), “Navigating identity and belonging: the role of intercultural education in shaping
global citizens”, In Muenstermann, I. (Ed.), Belonging in Culturally Diverse Societies—Official
Structures and Personal Customs, IntechOpen, doi: 10.5772/intechopen.1003574.

Hayden, M. and Thompson, J. (1995), “International education: the crossing of frontiers”, International
Schools Journal, Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 13-20.

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jmef/article-pdf/20/3/389/11445778/jme-09-2025-0232en.pdf by guest on 12 August 2026


http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0256743
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jad.12132
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/B:CASW.0000012348.83939.6b
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0143034310366207
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/14752409231189365
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/21582440221134089
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/21582440221134089
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1520-6807(199301)30:179::AID-PITS23103001133.0.CO;2-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.1006364
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.1003574

Hayes, H., O’Toole, L. and Halpenny, A.N. (2017), Introducing Bronfenbrenner: A Guide for Journal for

Practitioner and Students in Early Years Education, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. Multicultural
ISC Research (2024), How Do International Schools Prepare Students for Higher Education?, ISC Education
Research.

Jones, S.N. and Morrow, J.A. (2022), “Impact of First-Generation status, living in an LL.C, and campus
club involvement on sense of belonging in the first semester”, Journal of Campus Activities
Practice and Scholarship, Vol. 4 No. 2, pp. 14-22. 403
Kessler, R. (1992), “Teacher empowerment under ‘ideal’ school site autonomy”, Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Vol. 14 No. 1, pp. 69-82.

Kiefer, S.M., Alley, K.M. and Ellerbrock, C.R. (2015), “Teacher and peer support for young
adolescents’ motivation, engagement, and school belonging”, RMLE Online, Vol. 38 No. 8,
pp. 1-18, doi: 10.1080/19404476.2015.11641184.

Kuttner, P.J. (2023), “The right to belong in school: a critical, transdisciplinary conceptualization of
school belonging”, AERA Open, Vol. 9 No. 1, pp. 1-12, doi: 10.1177/23328584231183407.

Kuttner, P., Washington, M. and Rawlings, L. (2023), “Toward a research and practice agenda for evaluation
in community-campus partnerships”, Metropolitan Universities, Vol. 34 No. 3, doi: 10.18060/26786.

Longaretti, L. (2020), “Perceptions and experiences of belonging during the transition from primary to
secondary school”, Australian Journal of Teacher Education, Vol. 45 No. 1, doi: 10.14221/.ajte.
2020v45n1.3.

Maslow, A.H. (1954), “The instinctoid nature of basic needs”, Journal of Personality, Vol. 22 No. 3,
pp- 326-347, doi: 10.1111/j.14676494.1954.tb01136.x.

Niemi, P.-M. and Hotulainen, R. (2015), “Enhancing students’ sense of belonging through school
celebrations: a study in Finnish lower-secondary schools”, International Journal of Research
Studies in Education, Vol. 4 No. 5, doi: 10.5861/ijrse.2015.1197.

Nowell, L.S., Norris, J.M., White, D.E. and Moules, N.J. (2017), “Thematic analysis: striving to meet
the trustworthiness criteria”, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, Vol. 16 No. 1, doi:
10.1177/1609406917733847.

Peng, A., Patterson, M.M. and Joo, S. (2024), “What fosters school connectedness? The roles of
classroom interactions and parental support”, Journal of Youth and Adolescence, Vol. 53,
pp. 955-966, doi: 10.1007/s10964-023-01908-1.

Rice, C.A. and Schneider, B.L. (1994), “The influence of school structure on the achievement of eighth
grade students in a middle school”, Sociology of Education, Vol. 67 No. 2, pp. 66-81.

Schaefer, D.R., Simpkins, S.D., Vest, A.E. and Price, C.D. (2011), “The contribution of extracurricular
activities to friendships: new insights through social network analysis”, Developmental
Psychology, Vol. 47 No. 4, pp. 1141-1152, doi: 10.1037/a0024091.

Stanley, K. and Kuo, N. (2022), “It takes a village: approaching the development of school-family-
community partnerships through bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological perspectives”, Journal of Human
Sciences and Extension, Vol. 10 No. 1, p. 13, doi: 10.54718/CQBW6379.

Strayhorn, T.L. (2012), College Students’ Sense of Belonging: A Key to Educational Success for All
Students, Routledge, London.

Thies, T. and Falk, S. (2023), “International students in higher education: extracurricular activities and
social interactions as predictors of university belonging”, Research in Higher Education, Vol. 64
No. 8, pp. 1143-1164, doi: 10.1007/s11162-023-09734-x.

Van Gasse, R., Vanhoof, J. and Van Petegem, P. (2016), “The impact of school culture on schools’ pupil
well-being policy-making capacities”, Educational Studies, Vol. 42 No. 4, pp. 340-356, doi: 10.
1080/03055698.2016.1195718.

Venetz, M., Zurbriggen, C.L.A. and Schwab, S. (2019), “What do teachers think about their students’
inclusion? Consistency of students’ self-reports and teacher ratings”, Frontiers in Psychology,

Vol. 10, available at: www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01637

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jmef/article-pdf/20/3/389/11445778/jme-09-2025-0232en.pdf by guest on 12 August 2026


http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19404476.2015.11641184
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/23328584231183407
http://dx.doi.org/10.18060/26786
http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/.ajte.2020v45n1.3
http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/.ajte.2020v45n1.3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.14676494.1954.tb01136.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.5861/ijrse.2015.1197
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-023-01908-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0024091
http://dx.doi.org/10.54718/CQBW6379
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11162-023-09734-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03055698.2016.1195718
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03055698.2016.1195718
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01637

JME
20,3

404

Vidourek, R.A., King, K.A., Bernard, A.L., Murnan, J. and Nabors, L. (2011), “Teachers’ strategies to
positively connect students to school”, American Journal of Health Education, Vol. 42 No. 2,
pp. 116-126.

Wang, M.-T. and Holcombe, R. (2010), “Adolescents’ perceptions of school environment, engagement,
and academic achievement in middle school”, American Educational Research Journal, Vol. 47
No. 3, pp. 633-662, doi: 10.3102/0002831209361209.

Whidden, D., Brown, K. and Nix, J.V. (2020), “Implementing strategic support for sexual minority
youth and exploring the effects of social connectedness”, School Leadership Review, Vol. 15
No. 1.

Xing, J., Leng, L. and Ho, R.T.H. (2021), “Boarding school attendance and mental health among

Chinese adolescents: the potential role of alienation from parents”, Children and Youth Services
Review, Vol. 127, p. 106074, doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2021.106074.

Further reading

Baumeister, R.F. and Leary, M.R. (1995), “The need to belong: desire for interpersonal attachments as a
fundamental human motivation”, Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 117 No. 3, pp. 497-529, doi: 10.
1037/0033-2909.117.3.497.

Day, J.K., Toverno, S. and Russell, S.T. (2019), “Safe and supportive schools for LGBT youth:
addressing educational inequities through inclusive policies and practices”, Journal of School
Psychology, Vol. 74, pp. 29-43, doi: 10.1016/j.jsp.2019.05.007.

Corresponding author
Skye Thao Nguyen can be contacted at: skye.nguyen@dcu.ie

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jmef/article-pdf/20/3/389/11445778/jme-09-2025-0232en.pdf by guest on 12 August 2026


http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/0002831209361209
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2021.106074
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.05.007
mailto:skye.nguyen@dcu.ie
https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
mailto:

	Fostering students’ belonging: teacher insights from international boarding secondary schools
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological framework and belonging
	Identity development in international schools
	Belonging in schools
	Microlevel impact: importance of teachers in students’ sense of belonging
	Mesolevel impact: School belonging at an institutional level

	Methodology
	Findings and discussion
	Individual level skills
	Microlevel strategies
	Student−student relationships
	Mesolevel variables
	Community building practices: creating opportunities for group membership.
	School-wide support systems and practices.
	Teacher’s informal support and CPD on belonging.


	Conclusion
	References




