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Predictors and Consequences
of School Connectedness:

Adolescents spend more time in school than in any other context
(Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000), and substantial research suggests
that feeling connected to one’s school during adolescence promotes
concurrent and long-term positive youth development (Resnick
etal,, 1997), including fewer behavioral problems, greater emotional
well-being (Eccles et al., 1993), and better academic outcomes
(Osterman, 2000). Students who feel connected to school like
going to school, they like their teachers and fellow students, and
they are committed to learning, completing their assignments,
and doing well. While most elementary school students feel connected
to their schools, school connectedness generally begins to decline
in middle school (Eccles et al., 1993). By high school, as many as
40-60% of all youth—urban, suburban, and rural—report being
disconnected from school (Klem & Connell, 2004), indicating
that they do not like their teachers, lack interest in school, and do
not find schoolwork meaningtul or engaging. This diminished
connectedness to school places students at risk for maladaptive
development, both in adolescence and into adulthood. Consequently,
there is strong need for preventive interventions that maintain
and increase levels of school connectedness in middie schools
and high schools, thus promoting long-term positive development.

In the academic literature, school connectedness is known by
various other phrases, such as school attachment or school bonding
{(Blum, 2005; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992). [n general,
school connectedness consists of two primary and interdependent
components: (a) attachment, characterized by close affective
relationships with those at school: and (b) commitiment,
characterized by an investment in school and doing well in school.
This social boud to the school influences youths’ behaviors
through the establishment of a student’s “stake” in conformi ng to
the norms and values of the school (Catalano & Hawkins, 1996).
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The Case for Prevention
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“By high school, a large proportion of youth
are disconnected from school which can
lead to a broad range of behavioral,
emotional, and academic problems.
Improving school connectedness i,
therefore, an important issue for schools
and a target for preventive efforts.”

With this conceptualization in mind, this article briefly reviews
the literature on school connectedness. focusing on three areas: (a)
the implications of school connectedness for youth development,
(b) predictors of school connectedness, and (c) the importance of
school connectedness as a focus of prevention.

IMPLICATIONS OF SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS
FOR YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

School connectedness is associated with a number of behavioral,
emotional, and academic outcomes in adolescence. In general,
researchers tend to view school connectedness on a continuum,
with higher school connectedness associated with good outcomes:
and lower school connectedness associated with poor outcomes.
With respect to behavior in adolescence, youth who feel connected
to their school are less likely to engage in delinquent or violent
behavior, to drink alcohol, and to use drugs. Moreover, youth who
feel connected lo their school are less likely to initiate sexual
activity at earlier ages, a risk factor for teen pregnancy and
contracting sexually transmitted infections (see Brookmeyer, Fanti,
& Henrich, 2006; Catalano et al,, 2004; McNeely & Falci, 2004).

School connectedness is also linked to mental health and emotional
well-being during adolescence. In general, individuals who report
low school connectedness are at risk for a number of mental
health problems (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Students who feel
connected to school report lower levels of physical and emotional
distress during adolescence compared to youth with less school
connectedness (Resnick et al,, 1997). Youth with stromg school
connectedness report fewer depressive symptoms in late
adolescence and are also less likely 1o experience suicidal thoughts
or attempt suicide (Resnick et al., 1997 Samdal, Nutheam, Wold,
& Kannas, 1998),
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Finally, as would be expected, adolescents who fecl more
connccted to their schools show beticer academic outconics.
Feeling connected to school in adolescence is associated with
higher levels of academic motivation and lower levels of classruom
nisbehavior (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). Students with high school
connecteduess also have higher grades and ace more likely to
graduate from hiyh school {Lenczak et al., 2002; Osterman, 2000).

While theve is substantial evidence that school connectedness is
related to behavioral, emoetional, and academic outcomes, it is
otten ditticult for research to determine cause and effect in these
associations. Longitudinal rescarch helps provide more conclusive
evidence that school connectedness, in fact, predicts positive
devclopment. Longitudinal studics measure school connectedness
at a time point prior to the developmental outcomes of interest,
which are assessed months or years later. While not a definitive
proof of causality, a longitudinal study design provides more
copent evidence of a causaf link.

Longitudinal evidence of the positive effects of schoel connectedness
has been documented in both middle and high school. In one
study, middle school studenis whe reported low school connectedness
showed increases in conduct problems, such as delinquent behavior,
one year laler (Loukas, Ripperger-Subler, & Horton, 2009). Anotber
study showed that low school connectedness in late middie schooi
was associated with greater anxiety/depressive syniptoms and
marijuana use in high school and one year post high school, and
middle school students with tow social connecledness were less
tikely to conplete high school (Bond et al., 2007). Rescarch from
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, a natiopafly
representative study that follows nearly 50.000 students (grades

8 through 12), found that a sense of belonging to school predicts
lower depression and secial rejection, tewer school problems, greater
optimism, and higher grades vne year lafer (Anderman, 2002).

Parents, peers, and teachers can independently
and jointly make active changes that will increase
students’ connectedness to school and promote
positive development across adolescence and
into adulthood.

Moréover, studies that examine development over longer periods
of time find robust evidence that school connectedness can have
lasting effects inta young adulthood. Higher levels of school
connectedness throughout middle wnd high school (ages 10
through 18) is negatively associated with substance use, delinguency,
gang membership, violence, academic problems. and sexual
activity in late adolescence and young adulthood (up to age 21)
With few exceptions, these relations Jo not diffes by yender ur
ethnicity (Catalano et al., 2006} and have been decumented

4 seplember 2010 - Volume 133 < fhe ivovention Researchior

intcrnationally. For instance, in an Australian sample, school
connectedness in early adolescence (grade 8, approximately
age 14) was related to lower substance use, better mental health,
and higher rates of school completion in mid {age 16) and late
(age 19) adolescence (Bond et al.. 2007).

The fact that school connectedness is directly
linked to positive outcomes and acts as a
buffer against other risks makes it an
important target for prevention.

Yel, while there is substantial evideuce from longitudinal studics
that high levels of school connuctedness are linked to subsequent
positive outcomes, some research does suggest that the association
between school connectedness and youth adjustment is also
bidirectional. For example, one study (Loukas et al., 2009) found
that lower icvels of school connectedness in grades 6 and 7 were
associated with greater subsequent conduct problems one year
later, but the opposite was also true: greater conduct probiems at
grades & and 7 were also assoctated with lower school connectedness
one vear later. This suggests a fecdback loop between school
connectedness and prablem behavior. Low school connectedness
increases the chance that students develop conduct problems, which
further lowers a sense ot school connectedness, which in turn leads
to more conduct problems. If this is the case, measures that prevent
a disconnection from school may serve to break this cycle.

There is also evidence that schoal connectedness can help promete
positive development in the face of other life stressors. For exampie,
it is well documented that low-quality relationships with parents
in early adelescence {grades 6 and 7) are associated with behavior
problems such as fighting, lying, and cheating. [However, among
youth with high levels of school connectedness, low-guality
relationships with parents are not related to subsequent hehavioral
problems (Loukas, Roalson, & Herrera, 2010). This suggests that
school connectedness can act as a buffer against other risk factors
lo promote positive youth development. The ract that school
connectedness is directly linked to positive outcomes and acts

as a bufter against other risks makes if an important target

tor prevention.

PREDICTORS OF SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS (N ADOLESCENCE

Largeting school connectedness with preventive efforts requires
knowing the mechanisms that contribute to higher levels of school
connectedness. By targeting these mechanisms with preventive
interventions, we can work to increase schonl connectedness, and
in trn, impact subsequent development. The schoot environment
clearly impacts students’ teelings of connectedness, but parents
and peers play impostant roles in encouraging strong school
conncction among aduolescents as well (Steinberg, 1996),

Several characteristics of schools and clissrooms have been
shown to promote feclings of schoel connectedness: () high
academic standards coupled with strong teacher suppori; (b) an
chvironment in which adult and studenr celationships are positiv
and respectiul; and () a physically wnd emotienally safe school
Lnvironment. Positive classroom matagenient, opportunitios to
participate incextracurricular activities. folerant disciplinary paficies,
and simalkschoof size have alse heen linked to invreased school
conpeciegness amung students (MceNeely, Nenuemaker, & Blum,
2002). Teaching methods including a combination of proactive
classroom management, inleractive teaching, and cooperative
learning have been found to increase school connectedness ot
stodents (Abbott ei al, 199R). In contrast, lack ol safety in school,
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developmentally inappropriate classroom environments, and
poor classroom management have been shown to place youth
at risk for disengagement from school (Blum, 2005).

in 2004, the Natioral Research Council and the Institute of Medicine
identified a series of factors associated with school connectedness
and provided a set of focus areas for schools to target in order to
increase school connectedness. From a review and synthesis of
the extant literature on school connectedness, the National Research
Council suggested that school connectedness can be increased by
implementing the following measires in schoals:

» not separating students into vocational and college tracks;

= setting high academic standards for all students;

+ providing all students with the same core curriculum:

» creating small-sized learning environments;

» forming multidisciplinary education teams;

+ ensuring that every student has an advisor;

« providing mentorship prograns;

» cosuring the course content is relevant to the lives of students;

» providing service learning and community service projects;

» providing experiential, hands-on learning opportunities;

» extending the class period, school day, and/er school year;

* providing opportunities to catch up tor students who are

falling behind.

Parents and peers also contribute to feelings of school connectedness
among adolescents. Children who grow up in families where parents
place a high value on education and provide encouragement for
schoolwork are more likely to feel strongly connected to school
(Eccles etal, 1993). Adolescents who are socially engaged and
accepled by peers, as apposed to being socially isolated and rejected
by peers, are more likely to be actively engaged in school (Eccles
etal,, 1993). Indeed, high school students who are harassed by
peers report lower schoel connectedness (Eisenberg, Neumark
Sztainer, & Perry, 2009). Moreover, the characteristics of one’s
close friends can influence school connectedness because, over
time, individuals tend to become more like their friends. This
neans that youth who have close friends who are connected o
schoel are likely to become more connected to school as well
(see Steinberg, 1996). Thus, both parents and peers are independently
important socialization agents for increasing school connectedness,
but having suppart from both may even be more beneficial. In a
study of nine high schools in Wisconsin and Northern California,
high school students who received academic encouragement from
parents and peers performed better in school than youth who
received encouragement from only one source (Steinberg et al.,
1995). Targeting schools, familics, and peers at the same time
with preventive efforts will, therefore, have the areatest impact
on increasing school connectedness,

Some research does suggest that the
association between school connectedness
and youth adjustment is also bidirectional.

INCREASING SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS IN ADOLESCENCE

‘hereare now several preventive interventions that have been shown
to increase school connectedness. One such intervention is the
Raising Healthy Children (RHC) program (formerly called SOAR -
Skills, Opportunities, and Recognition), which has been designated
an effective program under the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration (SAMHSA) and the National Registry
of Effective Prevention Programs (www.nrepp.samhsa.gov), as
well as a promising program by Blueprints (www.colorado.edu/
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Youth who have close friends who are connected
to school are likely to become more connected to

school as well,

cspv/blueprints/), REFIC is a program that aims to increase skills
for successful participation in the family, school, peer group, and
community by helping families and schools provide developmentally
appropriale opportunities for active involvement and giving
consistent recognition for effort, improvement, and achievement.
RHC includes social skills training for elementary students,
training for teachers to improve methods of classroom ma nagement
and instruction through the elementary grades, and develepmentally
appropriate workshops for parents. At the core of RHC is the
expeclation that increasing opportunities, skills, and recognition
for prosocial involvement, while simultaneously reducing antisocial
opportunities and recognition for problem hehavior, will result
i children bonding to prosocial individuals and institutions
such as schools: in other words, developing and maintaining
strong school connectedness while reducing the likelihood of
bonding or connectedness to antisocial others.

RHC has been tested in two longitudinal studies (the Seattle Social
Pevelopment Project and the Raising Healthy Children project)
which followed clementary school students into young adulthood,
and compared those who were exposed to the intervention with
control students who did not receive the intervention. In both studies,
youth who were enrolled in the intervention showed fewer declines
in school connectedness from middle school through high school,
higher levels of school connectedness and academic achievement
in their senior year of high school, and fewer school problems,
violence, alcohal abuse, and risky sexual activity compared to
those who received no intervention (Catalano et al.. 23045 Hawkins,
Guo, Hill, Battin-Pearson, & Abbatt, 2001). Moreaver, school
connectedness was also found to be particularly protective for
youth in higher risk environments (Catalano et al., 2004), For
youth at risk for poor developmental outcomes becanse of familial
illicit drug use, heavy alcohol use, or domestic violence, school
connectedness may play an especially important role in pramoting
positive youth outcomes. These findings are consistent with prior
research that indicates that school connectedness predicts positive
youth development and can also buffer against risk to promote
positive development.

Results from these two RHC intervention studies sugpest that
levels of schaol connectedness can be improved—and that these
increases can lead to subsequent pasitive development in multiple
domains. An important message of these interventions is that a
comprehensive approach that targets teachers, parents, and youths
works (o produce hetter outcomes. [n addition to making changes
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in the school environment that promote positive school behavior
(i.e., increasing leacher effectiveness and setting high standards
for all students), parents can also increase connectedness to school
by stressing the importance of school, and peers can influence
school connectedness by their own behaviors and beliefs. That is,
parents, peers, and teachers can independently and jointly make
active changes that will increase students’ connectedness to
school and promote positive development across adolescence and
into adulthood.

CONCLUSIONS

By high school, a large proportion of youth are disconnected from
school which can lead to 1 broad range of behavioral, emotional,
and academic problems. Improving school connectedness is,
therefore, an important issue for schools and a target for preventive
efforts. The U.S. Department of Education (2005) has made
online training in this area available to school administrators
(sec http://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/safety/training/connect/).
Tested and effective preventive interventions aimed at increasing
adolescents’ feelings of connection to their schools are available
and make it possible to promote positive behavioral and emotional
adinstment while also improving academic outcomes. -+
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Information for School Districts

and School Administrators

Fostering School
Connectedness
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What steps can school
administrators take to increase
school connectedness?

School Connectedness: Strategies for Increasing
Protective Factors Among Youth (Division of
Adolescent and School Health, CDC, 2009)
describes six science-based strategies for fostering
school connectedness. The chart below outlines
the six strategies and describes specific actions
school districts and administrators can take to
influence their implementation in schools.

Strategies and Actions School Administrators Can Take to
Increase School Connectedness

Strafegy  Create processes that engage students, families, and communities and that facilitate
i academic achievement and staff empowerment.

* Lead students, faculty, staff, and parents to develop shared standards of learning and behavior.

» Team with teachers and staff fo improve the school climate and students’ sense of connectedness to school.

* Engage teams of students, faculty, staff, parents, and community members to plan school policies and activities.

* Give teachers and principals the appropriate decision-making authority to use school resources to enhance their
school’s physical and psychosocial environment.

* Empower students to communicate openly with school staff and parents, such as through parentteacher-student
conferences and teacher evaluations.

* Engage community partners to provide health and social services at school that students and their families need,
such as dental services, vaccinations, and child care.

—_S;_r_afe;;y ' Provide education and opportunities to enable families to be actively involved in their
. children’s academic and school life.

ACTIONS

* Offer workshops and trainings for parents to increase their ability to be actively involved in their children’s
school life and to help their children develop academic and life skills.

* Create opportunities to involve and accommodate parents with varied schedules, resources, and skills, to help
them participate in meaningful school and classroom activities as well as share their culture and expectations.

* Translate materials into languages spoken in students’ homes and provide inferpreters at events when needed.

* Communicate the school’s behavioral and academic expectations to families via school newsletters,
conferences, and Web sites and encourage families fo reinforce those expectations at home.

* Assign school staff members to work with specific students and their families o help connect the family to the

~school and classroom.

_'S;raf;gy | Provide students with the academic, emotional, and social skills they need to engage
i ' in school.

* Provide opportunities for students o improve their academic, social, and inferpersonal skills through personal
tutoring pragrams or summer and vacation learning camps.

* Support academic inferscholastic compelitions, debates, and other projects within and among schools.

* Use schiool sporting events and physical education classes to promote teamwork, sportsmanship, and
nonvislence.



" Strafegy = Promote the use of effective classroom management and teaching methods to foster a positive
4 | learning environment.

* Reduce class sizes to ensure more time for individualized assistance.

* Provide opporiunities—such as service learning, creative projects, and extracurricular activities—that promote
meaningful student involvement, learning, and recognition.

\Strafegy " Provide professional development and support for teachers and other school staff to enable
5 them to meet the diverse cognitive, emotional, and social needs of their students.

* Hire teachers who have expertise in child development, who apply student-centered pedagogy, and who use diverse
classroom management fechniques and teaching methods to meet the needs of different learning styles.

* Offer professional development to teachers on organizing the classroom to promote a posifive environment, applying
developmentally appropriate discipline strategies, and assisting students in developing self-control.

* Educate school staff on strategies for communicating with parents and involving them in their children’s school life.

* Provide trainings on all school curricula to be used and on effective teaching methods.

* Ensure that teachers have the materials, time, resources, and support to use skills learned in training.

* Build learning teams that can observe experienced teachers who effectively manage classrooms and facilitate
group work.

Develop a teacher-coaching program that promotes problem solving and sharing in a supportive work environment.

Strategy . Create irusting and caring relationships that promote open communication among
6 \ administrators, teachers, staff, students, families, and communities.

* Consider structuring the school to allow teachers to stay with the same students for consecutive years.

* Allow students and parents to use the school facility outside of school hours for recreation or health promotion
programs.

* Apply and fairly enforce reasonable and consistent disciplinary policies that are jointly agreed upon by students
and staff.

* Hold school-wide; experience-broadening activities that enable students fo learn about different cultures, people with
disabilities, and other topics.

* Support student clubs and activities that promote a positive school climate, such as gay-straight alliances and
multicultural clubs. ) ,
* Provide opportunities for students of all levels fo inferact, develop friendships, and engage in feamwork. y

* Create opportunities for students to communicate, work, and partner with adults, such as service learning acfivities
and internships.

Involve students in parent-teacher conferences, curriculum selection committees, and school health teams.
* Have principals, teachers, and other school staff commit to and model respectful behavior toward each other.
Challenge all school staff to greet each student by name.

Encourage staft to build stronger relationships with students who are experiencing academic challenges or social
problems, such as bullying or harassment.

Ensure that school staff members have access to a school counselor, psychologist, or other expert for consultations or
student/family referrals when needed.

* Communicate expectations, values, and norms that support positive health and academic behaviors to the enfire
school community.




What should schoo! administrators
consider when plonning for aciion to
improve scnool connectedness?

Advancing students’ health and academic outcomes by
improving school connectedness is a team effort. It involves
the school community as well as individuals, groups, and
organizations outside the school grounds. Making changes
of this kind requires 1) convincing these stakeholders of the
importance of school connectedness in helping students
Srimo] Connactedness s Especiaﬁ‘y learn and stay healthy, 2) involving them in the development,
Irnmaricn? for Af-Risk Yourbh implementation, and evaluation of these actions, and

) 3) securing their buy-in to ensure the changes happen.

School connectedness is particularly important for young
people who are at increased risk for feeling alienated

or isolated from others. Any student who is “different”
from the social norm may have difficulty connecting with
other students and adults in the school, and may be
more likely to feel unsafe. Those at greater risk for feeling
disconnected include students with disabilities, students
who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or question
their sexual orientation, students who are homeless, or
any student who is chronically truant due to a variety of
circumstances. Strong family involvement and supportive
school personnel, inclusive school environments, and a 9 !!
curricula that reflect the realities of a diverse student
body can help students become more connected to
their school.

Some of the strategies and actions described in the previous
pages require small changes in school processes that can be
done in the short term with relative ease, whereas others might
be broader and longerterm and might require administrative
or budgetary changes. Schools and school districts should
determine which actions are most feasible and appropriate,
according to the needs of the school and available resources.

Resources

School Connectedness: Strategies for Increasing Protective Factors
Among Youth
www.cdc.gov/Healthy Youth/ AdolescentHealth/connectedness. htm

Student Health and Academic Achievement
www.cdc.gov/Healthy Youth/health_and_academics/index.htm

FindYouthinfo.gov
www.findyouthinfo.gov

Enhancing Student Connectedness to Schools
http://csmh.umaryland.edu/resources.html/caring%20
connectedness%20brief.pdf

School Connectedness: Improving Students’ Lives
~ http://cecp.air.org/download/MCMonographFINAL. pdf

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
National Center for HIV/AIDS, Viral Hepatitis, STD, and TB Prevention
Division of Adolescent and School Health
www.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth

July 2009
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School Connectedness & Academic
Achievement in California High Schools

Students are more likely to succeed when they feel con-
nected to school. In this factsheet, we summarize recent
data from the California Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS) in
regard to four questions:

How many California high school students are con-
nected to school?

How is school connectedness related to student per-
formance on standardized tests?

How are connectedness and achievement related to
the socioeconomic status of the students enrolled in
schools?

How do the developmental supports provided to stu-
dents differ in schools with low and high levels of
connectedness?

Results show that school connectedness, as measured
by a five-item scale on the CHKS, is an important dif-
ferentiator between low-performing and high-perform-
ing high schoals, indicating also that the CHKS scale has
value as an indicator of school quality.

School connectedness appears to have increased in Cali=

fornia in the second half of the last decade, but it still"
declines markedly after elementary school and a sub-"

stantial maJorlty of high school students are not highly
connected to their schools: The lowest rates of both con-
nectedness and test scores occur in low-income schools.
The promotion of school connectedness heeds to be an
integral part of efforts to turn around low-perform=
ing schools;%nd to insure that all students succeed. The
results also indicate that central to that elffort should be

¥

fostering a greater sense of school safety, developmental

support, and fairness in our students.

WHAT IS SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS?

Connectedness refers to a student’s sense of bonding or
belonging to school, of liking school and sharing in its
values. Research has revealed that it is a powerful factor
in promoting student motivation, attendance, perfor-
mance, and graduation. Simply put, youth who feel
connected to school are more likely to want to come to
schoal each morning and do well. School connectedness
also has been shown to mitigate or protect against emo-
tional distress, including symptoms of depression and
anxiety, and to be associated with less disruptive behav-
ior and involvement in violence, substance abuse, and
delinquency (Austin, O'Malley, & Izu, 2011; Blum 2005;
Bond et al., 2007; Libbey, 2004; Loukas, Suzuki & Horton,
2006; McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002; National
Research Council, 2004).

THE CHKS SCALE. The California Healithy Kids Survey (CHKS)
measures school connectedness using five items previ-
ously used in the National Survey of Adolescent Health.
This School Connectedness Scale assesses the degree to
which students agree that at their school they feel close
to people, happy, a part of the school, safe, and treated
fairly. These are feelings and experiences that are likely
to motivate students to attend and try hard in school.
The scale thus serves as a measure of the level of stu-
dent engagement. The scale correlates strongly with risk-

behavior involvement, school grades, and school atten-
i
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dance (McNeely, Nonnemaker & Blum 2002; Resnick et
al. 1997).

In this factsheet, references to students being “con-
nected” to their school refer to the percentage of stu-
dents that were categorized as "high” in connectedness
based on the average of their responses across the five
items.! Students categorized as "high" in connectedness
reported that they "agree” or "strongly agree” on at least
three of the five school climate items.”

HOW CONNECTED TO THEIR SCHOOLS ARE STUDENTS IN
CALIFORNIA?

According to the 2009/11 CHKS, a slim majority of 7th
graders (51%]) scored high in school connectedness. This
percentage drops to 44% in 9th grade and 43% 11th
grade. The percentage of students classified as fow is
connectedness was 10% in 7th grade, rising to 13% in
11th. These youth are at high risk of school failure.

A decline in school connectedness as students progress
through school is one of the most consistent findings in
school climate research. These results are also consistent
with the conclusion reached by Klem and Connell (2004)
that, by high school, "as many as 40 to 60 percent of all
students ... are chronically disengaged from school.”

School connectedness has increased in California, begin-
ning in the middle of the tast decade (Figure 1). In the
first four years of the decade, between 32%-33% of high
school students reported that they were connected to
school. The percentage then increased markedly in the
2006-08 school years, by 7 points, followed by a more

1 We classified students into three levels of school
connectedness based on the average of their responses across
the five items: students whose average was greater than 3.75
we coded as high in connectedness; those whose average was
between 2.50 and 3.75 as moderate; and those whose average
was less than 2.50 as low.

2 This is the case for 99.5% of students classified

as exhibiting "high" connectedness, as defined above.
Approximately 0.5% of those students reported that they
“strongly agree" an two of the items and “neither agree nor
disagree” on three of the items.

gradual rising trend. School connectedness in 2009/11,
compared to 2005-07, was 11 points higher in 9th grade
and 10 points higher in 11th.

Nevertheless, that six out of ten high school students
still are not high in connectedness, and over one-tenth
are low, shows how far we still have to go in improving
school climate and learning engagement in California.
Not only are too many students disengaged from schoals,
but, as shown in Figure 2, a high level of student discon-
nectedness characterizes a substantial minority of high
schools in California. The percentage of students high
in connectedness is less than one-third of the student
body in 18.5% of high schools. In only about 3% of high
schools do more than two-thirds of students report high
connectedness.

Figure 1. School Connectedness by Survey Year
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Source: 2004/05 to 2010/11 Cal-SCHLS student survey .

Notes: Weighted percentages for 9th and 11th grade students
in California public high schoals.
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Figure 2. Distribution of schools in California by percentage
of students who report high school connectedness

Percentage in School Reporting “High” School Connectedness

B <naw P >e67%

33.3%-66.7%

2.85%

78.65%

Source: 2008/10 Cal-SCHLS student survey—11th graders.

HOW 1S SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS RELATED TO ACADEMIC
PERFORMANCE?

Figure 3 shows that as the average level of school con-
nectedness increases among 11th graders, so does the
average Academic Performance Index (AP1).} The unad=
justed results (darker red trend line) show that APl scores
rise as school connectedness increase. APl scores average
659 in schools in which only 15% of student report being
connected to schodl, compared to 756 in schools whe.ré‘
45% of students report high connectedness (state aver-
age) and 843 in schools in which 75% of students report
beir;g connected to school;}’ln short, APl scores are about
200 points higher in schools with the highest levels of
connectedness compared to schools with the lowest
school connectedness.

This difference was reduced substantially after taking
into account adjusting school differences in the social
and demographic composition of students (Figure 3,
lighter red trend line). APl score differences between
schools with the lowest and highest levels of school con-
nectedness were reduced to about 45 points. But the dif-
ferences were still significant.

3 The analytical sample consisted of 789 California public
high schools that administered the CHKS during the 2008-10
period.

Figure 3. APl score by school connectedness (high schools)

B unadjusted

Adjusted

Academic Performance Index (2010)

15% 25% 35% 45% 55% 65% 75%
School Connectedness (% 11th graders reporting “high*)

Source: 2008/10 Cal-SCHLS student survey (11th graders) and
2010 API research data file.

Notes: Unadjusted results (red trend line) show the
relationship between the percentage of 11th graders in the
school who repart high levels of school connectedness to the
school APl score. Adjusted results (blue trend line) show this
relation after controlling for school enroliment, school racial/
ethnic composition, proportion of English learners, proportion
of students eligible for free/reduced-price meals, and average
parental education.

HOW ARE CONNECTEDNESS, ACHIEVEMENT, AND
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS RELATED?

Although the school climate differences across APl groups
in the above analysis remained significant even after con-
trolling student demographics, that they were reduced is
consistent with the large body of research showing that
a school's level of poverty is highly correlated with aca-
demic performance. Figures 4 and 5 show how a school's
level of poverty is related to both school performance
and school connectedness. As the percentage of students
eligible for freefreduced-price meals (FRPM) increases
from 10% to 90% of student enrollment, APl scores drop
from 841 to 658—almost 200 points. The same pattern is
evident for school connectedness—although the declined
is not linear at high rates of FRPM eligibility. These results
reveal that the more likely it is that a school serves poor
students, the more likely it is to have both lower test
scores and school connectedness.
i
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Source: 2010 AP research data file.

Figure 5. School connectedness and free/reduced—price meal
eligibility
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Source: 2008/10 Cal-SCHLS student survey (11th graders) and
2010 API research data file.

SCHOOL CONNECTEDNESS AND DEVELOPMENTAL SUPPORT

Is the level of developmental supports provided by a
school—caring relationships with adults in the school,
exposure to high expectations, and opportunities for
meaningful participation—related to school connect-
edness? Prior research suggests that these school sup-
ports help promote school connectedness by fostering

S$3 Fa

a greater sense of belonging, being cared for, involve-
ment, and fairness*. Consistent with this research, Figure
6 shows that high schools with the highest percentages
of students who report that they are connected to school
also have the highest levels of each of these three dimen-
sions of school developmental support. For example, only
32% of students report high levels of caring relationships
with adults in schools with the lowest school connected-
ness (15%), compared to 57% of students in schools with
the highest school connectedness (75%). In short, school
supports are strongly related to school connectedness. As
discussed further below, the evidence that these three
developmental supports may help mitigate against the
adverse effects of poverty is particularly relevant to
improving connectedness in high poverty schools.

Figure 6. Developmental supports in schools with different
fevels of school connectedness
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Source: 2008/10 Cal-SCHLS student survey—11th graders.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

These analyses are based on non-experimental, cor-

relational data but'they are consistent in showing that ¥

the level of school connectedness in a school is linked;

__to academic achievement‘i,n the school as measured by

standardized test scores in California. There is a signifi-

4 See S3 Factsheets #1 and 2 on how these supports are
linked to higher achievement test scores and other positive
academic outcomes.
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cantly larger unmet need for promoting school connect-
edness in low-performing schools than in high-perform-
ing schools. This was particularly true of high-poverty
schools, which, on average, were the lowest performing
and lowest in school connectedness, and the highest in
minority enrollment. Underlying the income and racial/
ethnic achievement gap there is a School Connectedness
Gap.

If all schools were equal in terms of SES, racefethnicity,
and other demographic factors, there would be less of
an association between school connectedness and school
performance. Nevertheless, this relationship persists in
its significance even after controlling for student and
school characteristics. Improving school connectedness
and engagement should be an essential strategy in all
efforts to improve academic achievement, school atten-
dance, and graduation in all schools.

TREND INFLUENCES

The finding that school connectedness improved overall
in California secondary schools in the second half of the
decade does beg the question: "What might have pro-
duced this increase?” To try to answer this, we looked at
trends in indicators that are related to school connect-
edness and found that there also were increases after
2005-07 for both the percentage of high school stu-
dents experiencing a caring adult relationship in school
and feeling safe or very safe or school. This suggests that
around the mid-decade there was a broader trend occur-
ring to foster more positive (safe and supportive) school
climates that, in turn, fostered a higher level of school
connectedness.

One possible explanation for these positive trends may
be, at least in part, the impact of school districts starting
to receive CHKS data about school connectedness, safety,
and developmental supports among their students.
Although this is purely speculative, the receipt of these
data in the early decade may have raised awareness of
the need to improve these conditions. It is important for
schools to continue to administer the survey and use the
data to guide efforts to improve connectedness. Despite
these improvements, the latest CHKS results show that

six out of ten high school students are not high in con-
nectedness. We still have far to go.

HOW DO WE PROMOTE CONNECTEDNESS?

The nature of the questions in the CHKS scale, and the
results of these analyses, provide a roadmap: foster a
sense of belonging, participation, enjoyment, safety, and
fairness. High schools in which students experience high
levels of caring relationships with adults, high expecta-
tions messages, and opportunities for meaningful par-
ticipation also have high levels of school connectedness.
These developmental supports contribute to a sense of
belonging, participation, and enjoyment. They may be
particularly important in the high-poverty schools that
are both low-performing and low in connectedness.
Resilience research indicates that these three supports
are protective factors that help mitigate against the
many risk factors and barriers to learning associated with
poverty, that they help youth thrive even in the face of
these challenges.

There are various other methods for fostering connect-
edness and engaging students emotionally, from using
high-interest, multisensory education materials to link-
ing school projects to students' personal interests and
providing them oppartunities for dialogue. Schools can
boost students’ sense of belonging by including posi-
tive behavior management practices at the classroom
and school levels, reducing school size, and encourag-
ing participation in extracurricular activities (McNeely,
Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002). Attention to safety needs to
be directed not only to preventing physical violence but
also to promotion of emotional safety, reducing verbal
and emotional bullying and addressing the mental health
needs of youth. Strategies for improving these dimen-
sions of school climate are summarized in the Califor-
nia S3 What Works Briefs, which can be downloaded at
http://californiaS3.wested.org.
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