SCHOOLING
VOLUME 10, NUMBER 1, 2019

A Critique of Juvonen’s Sense of Belonging Model
Rick Parker, PhD
Assistant Professor
Department of Psychology & Counseling
School of Education
Mississippi College
Clinton, MS

Abstract
The purpose of this article is to critique Dr. Jana Juvonen’s sense of belonging model. Dr.
Juvonen’s model emphasizes the importance of students’ feeling a sense of belonging in the
classroom as they interact with their teachers and/or peers. Although Dr. Juvonen’s model does
not address many specific student, teacher, and peer behaviors, this article does illustrate several
of these positive aforementioned behaviors. In turn, these behaviors can potentially foster
positive rapport, resulting in positive peer relationships, a stronger feeling of connectedness, and
greater motivation to achieve.

Research on student motivation has a long history. One factor that has been shown to
influence student motivation is the degree to which a student feels that he/she belongs to, or feels
connected to, others at school. One perspective on this topic that has generated considerable
research is Juvonen’s (1996) sense of belonging model. According to Juvonen (1996), the extent
to which a student feels that he/she belongs at school is determined by the quality of
relationships that he/she has with his/her classroom peers and teachers. When students perceive
these relationships to be positive and supportive, they are likely to feel a strong sense of
belonging. In contrast, when students perceive these relationships to be negative and less
supportive, they are less likely to feel a strong sense of belonging. Understanding what factors
contribute to these feelings of belonging has become an important goal for Juvonen and other
educational researchers, as sense of belonging has been positively linked to a number of different
school outcomes, including, but not limited to, academic engagement and achievement (Beck &
Malley, 1998; Juvonen, 1996).
According to Juvonen (1996), these aforementioned relationships do not form quickly,
nor do they result from the individual actions of students, peers, and/or teachers. Instead,
consistent with Bandura’s theory of reciprocal causation (1986), these relationships are formed
gradually over time as the result of complex interactions among the behaviors of students,
teachers, and peers. From this perspective, in order to understand the impact of individual
student, peer, and teacher behaviors on sense of belonging (and subsequent outcomes), one must
first understand the effects these factors have on another.
Juvonen’s (1996) model does not specify which behaviors interact most significantly (or
often) with one another to impact sense of belonging. However, the model does formally
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recognize several broad behaviors that have an impact on the quality of these aforementioned
relationships. For example, according to Juvonen, students who ask their teachers for advice and
direction in connection with both social and academic matters are more likely than those who
don’t to form positive, supportive relationships with their teachers (and in turn, develop a
stronger sense of belonging). Likewise, students are more likely to form positive relationships
with teachers whom they perceive as fair and willing to address conflict among peers/other
students in the classroom. Finally, students are most likely to form positive, supportive
relationships with classmates when they share school supplies with their classmates, do not act
aggressively toward other classmates, and do not engage in gossiping.
As evidenced by the preceding discussion, Juvonen (1996) focuses on behavioral
determinants of sense of belonging; she recognizes student, peer, and teacher behaviors that
impact sense of belonging as a result of their impact on one another. In contrast to other
motivational theorists (Bandura, 1996), Juvonen focuses less on environmental determinants of
student motivation. Specifically, her model does not formally recognize non-behavioral factors
within and/or outside the classroom that have the potential to influence sense of belonging. This
represents a potential limitation of Juvonen’s model, particularly when one considers the wide
range of environmental factors that have the potential to impact a student’s sense of belonging
(either directly and/or through their impact on student/teacher and student/peer relationships). An
example factor includes the degree to which a school generally emphasizes the importance of
teamwork and supportive relationships among students and teachers. Other examples include the
availability and quality of a schools’ learning resources (e.g., computers, textbooks) and the
degree to which students experience stress at home (Richman, Rosenfield, & Bowen, 1998;
Sarason, I. G., Sarason, & Pierce, 1988; Wentzel, 1997; Wentzel, McNamara-Barry, & Caldwell,
2004).
In closing, Juvonen’s (1996) model was not formulated to investigate causes of academic
achievement. Again, Juvonen’s model focuses on peer, teacher, and student behaviors that
impact sense of belonging; it makes no formal mention of non-behavioral environmental factors.
However, given the theoretical relationships among academic achievement and many of the
predictors of sense of belonging recognized by Juvonen (e.g., student aggression, peer helping
behaviors, teacher fairness), a considerable amount of research on other predictors and outcomes
of sense of belonging and related constructs has been conducted. A summary of these research
findings is provided in the discussion that follows.
Behavioral Determinants of Sense of Belonging
As noted previously, most of the research on determinants of sense of belonging to date
has focused on behaviors demonstrated by teachers and peers – most notably, those identified in
Juvonen’s (1996) model. Fortunately, as interest in the topic of student motivation has
progressed, research on related constructs such as connectedness, psychological readiness and
academic engagement have revealed a number of other behaviors, including those demonstrated
by students, that should, in theory, impact sense of belonging as well. More specifically,
according to Juvonen, perceived support is a defining characteristic of sense of belonging such
that students who feel supported socially, emotionally, and/or academically are more likely to
feel a strong sense of belonging than those who do not feel supported. Each of the behaviors
identified in this review can be viewed as falling into one of these three ‘support’ categories
(i.e., social, emotional, and/or academic).
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Teacher Behaviors
Teachers are in a strong position to influence a student’s sense of belonging. Research on
the relationship between teacher behaviors and student motivation supports this proposition. For
example, Juvonen (1996) indicated that students are more likely to feel that they belong in school
when their teachers demonstrate fairness (e.g., grade homework fairly) and a willingness to talk
with students about social problems they might be having.
Other behaviors that should have a positive impact on sense of belonging relate to
teachers’ expectations of students (Wentzel, 1997). In short, students whose teachers voice high
social and academic expectations of their students are more likely to feel a sense of belonging
and engagement at school than students whose teachers voice lower expectations. In addition,
teachers who provide a safe environment for their students to learn, as well as avoid conflict with
their pupils, are more likely to have students who enjoy school and cooperate more with one
another (Birch & Ladd, 1997). Over time, such cooperation among students leads to higher
perceptions of overall support, which in turn has a positive impact on students’ sense of
belonging (Juvonen, 1996).
Other teacher behaviors that have been shown to influence sense of belonging (via
perceptions of overall support) include demonstrating patience, expressing empathy, listening
attentively, and encouraging students to solve academic problems within the classroom (Alder,
2002; Beck, 1995; Bondy & Davis, 2000; Bosworth, 1995; Carson, 1999; Ferreira & Bosworth,
2001; Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Halldorsdottir, 1990; Horsch, Chen, & Wagner, 2002; Huebner,
1996; Knobloch, 2002; Larrivee, 2000; McCray, Brown, & Bodenreider, 2002; Noblit, Rogers,
& McCadden, 1995; Noddings, 1992; Smith, 2000; Vogt, 2002; Weinstein, 1998; Zimmerman &
Phillips, 2000). Research also indicates that teachers who enable students to work together
collaboratively are more likely to foster a sense of belonging among students (Wegerif, 1998).
Students are also more likely to feel supported by teachers who listen to them and refrain from
judging them (Christenson & Anderson, 2002).
Teaching style has also been shown to influence feelings of belonging and motivation to
achieve. For example, several studies have found that teachers who scaffold students are more
likely to motivate students to achieve academically by their positive impact on students’ selfperceptions (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985; Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1989; Lepper & Green, 1975;
Ryan, 1982; Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985). Further, as students begin to learn new things from
and about their teachers, their relationships with their teachers improve; the end result is an
increase in sense of belonging and academic achievement (Chall, 2000; Christenson &
Anderson, 2002; Vygotsky, 1978).
Other teacher behaviors that can affect a student’s sense of belonging are goal setting and
strategy development. Several studies, for example, have found that students perceive teachers
who set challenging goals and offer advice regarding goal accomplishment strategies to be more
supportive and caring than teachers who do not (Christenson & Anderson, 2002). Students who
feel this way are likely to experience a greater sense of belonging. Related studies have found
that students whose teachers set high performance goals are likely to feel more supported
academically and emotionally than students whose teachers set easy performance goals
(Bandura, 1986; Ladd, 1990; Wentzel, 1997).
Finally, research indicates that there is a positive relationship between social support and
the degree to which students perceive that their teachers support and prevent other students from
victimizing them. Most notably, several studies have found that students whose teachers permit
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bullying and classroom teasing are less likely to feel connected to their teachers and peers than
students whose teachers address bullying and related behaviors immediately (Banks, 1997).
Other studies have found that students whose teachers encourage them to seek assistance from
other classmates are more likely to feel connected with and related to others at school than
students whose teachers do not encourage such feedback-seeking behavior (Bandura, 1986;
Ladd, 1990; Wentzel, 1997). However, it should be noted that classmate feedback must be
perceived as helpful and not harmful in order for students to feel that they are connected and are
safe (Juvonen, 1996; Banks, 1997).
Peer Behaviors
In addition to teacher behaviors, peer behaviors have been shown to be strong
determinants of a student’s sense of belonging. For example, research on social exclusion
indicates that students whose peers exclude them from social and/or academic discussions at
school rarely feel a strong sense of belonging at school and are prone to experience anxiety
(McDonald & Leary, 2005). Social exclusion is the product of not fitting into peer groups. Many
peer groups or clichés form in school with status structures. These status structures lead some
groups of students being considered higher status than others (Crick et al., 2001; Kinney, 1993).
Many higher status clichés snub and/or gossip about students in lower status groups (Baumeister
& Tice, 1990; Gray & McNaughton, 2000; Adler, P. A. & Adler, 1998). Although status groups
do provide a sense of belonging for different students of different status, some students never
find a suitable cliché, and it these specific individuals who experience the weakest sense of
belonging (Adler, P. A. & Adler, 1998).
In addition to behaviors associated with social exclusion, the extent to which students’
peers demonstrate aggressive behaviors within and outside the classroom can also have a
significant impact on a student’s sense of belonging. For example, several studies have found
that students who slap, kick, and/or punch their peers are less likely to feel connected to school
compared to students whose peers do not demonstrate these behaviors (Alsaker, 1993;
Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996; Olweus, 1993; Paquette & Underwood, 1999). Other studies have
found that students whose peers engage in behaviors designed to damage students’ social
relationships (e.g., gossip, friendship manipulation) report lower levels of sense of belonging and
motivation to achieve than students whose peers do not engage in such behaviors (Paquette &
Underwood, 1999).
In contrast, pro-social behaviors demonstrated by students’ peers have been shown to
have a positive impact on a student’s sense of belonging. For example, several studies have
found that students who have peers who proactively seek their academic and social feedback,
assist them with social endeavors, and share study strategies and school supplies with them are
more likely to feel supported emotionally and socially, and in turn report a greater sense of
belonging (e.g., Richman et al., 1998; Wentzel, 1991). Still other studies have found that
students who have peers that provide them emotional support during difficult emotional times
both within and outside the classroom are more likely to feel a sense of belonging or general
feeling of connectedness at school than students who do not receive such emotional support from
peers (Ladd, 1990; Wentzel et al., 2004).
A final set of peer behaviors found to relate to sense of belonging involves the
application of classroom tutoring. Research has found that peers who serve as tutors to other
students and couple this tutoring with immediate reinforcement and positive feedback, help
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improve students’ sense of belonging and academic performance (Greenwood, 1991;
Greenwood, Carta, & Hall, 1988; Hops & Cobb, 1973). Other studies have found that students
who take advantage of free tutoring services report improvements in academic performance
relative to students who do not capitalize on such services (Amenkhienan & Hogan, 2004).
Student Behaviors
Compared to teacher behaviors and peer behaviors, student behaviors that impact sense
of belonging have received little research attention. This is somewhat surprising given the role
that the ‘person’ plays in several important theories of motivation such as theory of reciprocal
causation (Bandura, 1986) and/or B. F. Skinner’s (1938) reinforcement theory. Those behaviors
that have been studied are reviewed as follows.
When demonstrated by students rather than peers, many of the same behaviors noted
previously have been empirically and/or theoretically linked to sense of belonging. For example,
research indicates that students who actively attempt to cooperate with and act friendly toward
their classmates and peers are more likely than those who do not to feel a sense of belonging at
school (Berman, 1997). Likewise, students who do not bully or criticize other students are likely
to feel a stronger sense of belonging than those who do (Juvonen & Graham, 1998; Juvonen,
Graham, & Schuster, 2003). In addition, students who serve as tutors are hypothesized to gain
more than personal self-esteem; they are also hypothesized to develop – through the process of
tutoring and developing meaningful relationships with others whom they tutor– a stronger sense
of belonging and connectedness to school (Noll,1997). Sharing study tips is another related
behaviors hypothesized to positively impact sense of belonging.
Students who exclude other students from academic and social discussions are less likely
to feel a sense of belonging in the long-run. More specifically, as noted previously, social
exclusion is a form of relational exclusion which researchers have found can have effects similar
to those of bullying. The end result in either case is that both the bully and the bullied are
harmed. The bullied students are less likely to feel a sense of belonging, and the bullies, as
previously mentioned, often become unpopular as they do not feel as if they belong (Wheeler,
2004).
Finally, gossiping about other students in an attempt to harm their reputations can lead to
students feeling as if they do not belong. Historically, in some honor societies, gossiping was
part of a repertoire of behaviors that not only dishonored students but actually contributed to
students being removed from universities. Further, current research identifies gossip as a form of
social relational aggression that is utilized to harm a student’s self-esteem and/or social standing.
Many of the victims of social aggression, especially girls, feel rejected or lose some of their
sense of belonging in the school community (Burnett & Walz, 1994; Galen & Underwood, 1997;
Kaplan & Johnson, 1991).
Environmental Determinants of Sense of Belonging
It is evident from the preceding review that there are a number of behaviors demonstrated
by students, peers, and teachers that can impact a student’s sense of belonging. It is also evident
that the potential impact of these behaviors stems from their impact on students’ perceptions of
emotional, social, and/or academic support. As noted previously, however, research on nonbehavioral predictors of constructs related to sense of belonging (e.g., connectedness,
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psychological engagement) indicates that sense of belonging may be influenced by more than
just behaviors. A second factor may be the overall context, or scholastic environment, within
which a student interacts with his/her teachers and peers (Beebe, S. A., Beebe, & Ivey, 2010). A
review of the empirical research in this area is provided in the discussion that follows.
One potential environmental determinant is physical safety. Students who feel physically
safe at school are more likely to feel a sense of belonging than students who do not feel safe
(Beebe, S. A. et al., 2010; Juvonen & Graham, 1998; Juvonen et al., 2003). Related studies have
found that students who perceive their school environments to be ‘emotionally safe’ (i.e.,
students feel accepted by students and teachers alike for being who they are, and nothing more)
are more likely to feel a sense of belonging than students who feel less emotionally safe and
connected (Johnson, 2009; Olweus, 1987).
Another potential environmental determinant involves the use of technology. Many
schools are now emphasizing the use of computers and software programs to maximize
efficiency and the overall quality of student learning. Some researchers believe that such
technology might actually have a negative impact on sense of belonging via their impact on
students’ innate social needs (e.g., the desire to bond on an emotional level with other students)
(Kagan, 1990; Glasser, 1986). Unfortunately, little empirical research in this area has been
conducted.
Other studies have found that classroom goal structure influences students’ perceptions of
academic support, and in turn students’ sense of belonging. More specifically, research indicates
that students respond differently to mastery versus performance goals (Bandura, 1991; Locke &
Latham, 1990). While mastery goals often spurn from students’ intrinsic levels of motivation,
performance goals, although frequently associated with extrinsic motivation, typically culminate
with higher grades in school. However, this depends sometimes on whether the student’s
performance goal is related to his/her approach or avoidance behavior. In short, if the student
wants to avoid negative consequences, he/she may become more motivated to earn a higher
grade in order to avoid adverse consequences (Skinner, 1938; Tolman, 1932; Locke & Latham,
1990).
Student perceptions of their schools’ reward practices have also been shown to influence
sense of belonging (Anderman, L. H. & Anderman, 1999; Midgley, 2001). For example, several
studies have found relationships between student motivation and a school’s perceived use of
rewards. Students who believe their schools allocate or withhold rewards based on behaviors or
outcomes perceived to have little value tend to be less enthusiastic about learning, reporting
lower levels of overall connectedness to school (Coleman, 1987).
Additional non-behavioral determinants of sense of belonging include the availability and
quality of school learning resources. For example, although there is relatively little empirical
data on this topic, it is reasonable to think that students will be more motivated to learn, and
experience higher levels of perceived academic support, if their school is up-to-date
technologically (e.g., it provides effective computers), offers need-based academic counseling,
and provides quality textbooks at a reasonable price (Hirsch, 1996; Midgley, 2001; Tyson &
Woodward, 1989).
The degree to which schools encourage collaborative learning is another variable that
should impact sense of belonging. For example, students who are frequently asked to work
together with other students on projects tend to develop higher levels of perceived social and
academic support, and in turn a stronger sense of belonging to school, than students who work
independently (Rovai, 2002). Research further indicates that such collaborative/consensus-based
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learning is more prevalent in some schools than others. Additional research on the relationship
between a school’s collaborative learning environment and sense of belonging is therefore
warranted (Weinberger & Fischer, 2006).
An additional environmental variable relates to student tutoring services. Research
indicates that students who receive tutoring and participate in tutoring programs as tutors
themselves are likely to feel a stronger sense of belonging than students who do neither (Noll,
1997). For this reason, it is reasonable to think that students who attend schools that offer formal
tutoring services are likely to feel more supported academically, and in turn experience higher
levels of sense of belonging, than students who attend schools that do not offer tutoring
programs.
Another potential environmental determinant of sense of belonging involves parental
expectations of academic success. For example, several studies have found positive relationships
between student achievement and the degree to which students perceive their primary
caregiver(s) as supportive of their academic pursuits. Other studies have found relationships
between academic engagement and the amount and type of academic discussion that is generated
and received at home (Bempechet, Graham, & Jimenez, 1999).
A final environmental factor with the potential to impact student sense of belonging is
student stress rooted in activities and events at home. Two specific examples include stress
brought on by financial hardship and the death of a close friend or family member. When a
student loses a parent to death, he/she loses a key source of potential emotional support that can
comfort, empathize, and assist him/her when he/she is faced with difficult academic challenges
(Fontana, 1989). Without such support, students are less likely to feel that they belong at school.
With respect to financial hardships, research indicates that family financial problems are
negatively correlated with a student’s sense of belonging.
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