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ABSTRACT 

 

As more schools consider ways to help students to develop not only academically 

but also socially and emotionally, school personnel look to formal programs of character 

education to help address the needs of the whole child.  Of these programs of character 

education, Berkowitz and Bier (2005) posit that effective programs begin by promoting 

positive social relationships within the school.  One measure of the quality of the social 

relationships in schools is reflected in the level of belonging or connectedness that 

students feel toward their school and members of the school community.  Consequently, 

the purpose of the present study was to further the investigation of the construct of sense 

of school belonging and its relationship to formal programs of character education. 

Eighth-grade students (732) from five middle schools – three character program 

schools and two non-character program schools – were surveyed measuring sense of school 

belonging by their responses on the total score of the Psychological Sense of School 

Membership (PSSM) scale developed by Goodenow (1993) and on the four sub-scores of 

the PSSM demonstrated by Ye and Wallace (2013).  No significant differences were found 

for student sense of belonging between character program schools and non-character 

program schools. 

However, the study also investigated the effect of structural and perceptual 

elements of character education programs that were found to positively relate to student 

sense of school belonging.  Students who identified themselves as being part of a character 

education group in their school reported significantly higher levels of sense of belonging 

(on the total score of the PSSM and on the PSSM factors of Identification and Participation 
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in School, Perception of Fitting in Among Peers, and Generalized Connection to Teachers) 

than those students who did not identify as being part of a character education group.  In 

addition, students reported statistically significant higher levels of sense of belonging a) the 

more they felt accepted by other students in their group, b) the more they felt accepted 

by their adult group advisor, c) the more they felt able to express opinions in their 

group, d) the more they felt their group was like a family, and e) the more they felt 

character education groups made their school a better place.  Sense of belonging was 

also positively related to more frequent opportunities for character education group 

meetings and to a common school language that emphasized moral character more than 

performance character. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

Statement of Problem 

 

 

 During their school experiences many students feel disaffected or disconnected 

from their peers and their teachers.  Consequently, these students are not as happy, not as 

successful academically, and often display greater problems with discipline and antisocial 

behavior (Beane, Jacobs, & Miller, 1998).  In fact, Aster, Guerra, and Van Acker (2010) 

explain that  

in schools without supportive norms, structures, and relationships, 

students are more likely to experience violence, peer victimization, and 

punitive disciplinary actions, often accompanied by high levels of 

absenteeism and reduced academic achievement. (as cited in Thapa, 

Cohen, Guffey, Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013, p.360) 

 

Often, as a result of students having to attend a school that lacks supportive structures and 

positive relationships, students also experience feelings of being unaccepted, unvalued, 

and alone in their school environment:  they feel as if they do not belong to the school 

community where they are required to attend. 

However, proponents of the character development movement in education 

propose that one of the outcomes of a student’s character education experience is to help 

the student develop sense belonging or a greater sense of attachment to school 

(Berkowitz, Battistich & Bier, 2008, as cited in Sojourner, 2014).  Berkowitz and Bier 

(2005) posit even more specifically that developing a sense of belonging in students is 
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connected to effective character education programs because, as they explain, “effective 

character education is built … upon the social relationships that pervade a school’s 

culture” (p. 269), and consequently, a student’s development of character “comes from 

the motivation to be good emanating from a sense of belonging” (p. 269). 

It appears that increased student sense of belonging is both an outcome of a 

character education program in a school and a contributing factor toward students making 

better choices that affect their social, emotional, and academic growth.  From this line of 

thought, it would seem that implementing a program of character education in a school 

may ameliorate the problem of students feeling disaffected, disconnected, and alone in 

their school environment, and thereby help those students feel a greater sense of 

belonging and achieve greater success through their school experience. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

 The purpose of this study is two-fold.  First, I have compared schools that have a 

formal program of character education with schools that are not implementing a formal 

program of character education in order to determine to what extent formal character 

education programs may affect students’ sense of belonging.  In other words, I am 

attempting to obtain quantifiable data to determine if formal programs of character 

education in schools are viable interventions to help students feel more connected to their 

peers and teachers, and to help them feel that they are a valued part of a school 

community. 
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A second purpose of the study is an extension of the first:  Are there elements or 

activities of the character program in each participating school that may contribute to 

increased student sense of school belonging? As the participating schools with character 

education programs have been recognized as National Schools of Character by the 

Character Education Partnership (now Character.org) in Washington, D.C., there may be 

overarching elements of the character programs that contribute to increased student sense 

of belonging to their school. 

 

Research Questions 

 

 My first question is this:  Do students in schools with a formal character education 

program differ in their perceptions of sense of belonging from students in schools with no 

formal character education program? 

 My second question is this: Are there perceived or structural elements of the 

character education program that are related to students reporting higher levels of sense 

of belonging? 

 

Theoretical Perspective 

 

 As my research investigated the development of a greater sense of belonging in 

students through character education, this study was grounded in theories of humanistic 

psychology, which explain that all individuals have a primary need for acceptance 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Beane et al., 1998; Maslow, 1962).  Empowerment Theories 
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also inform the study as character education may work to help students develop a new 

self-concept by moving students away from feeling alienated and alone to feeling a part 

of their school community.  Theories of empowerment propose that individuals can 

increase their personal and interpersonal power in order to improve their lives.  

According to Gutierrez (1988) “empowerment requires development of three mutually 

reinforcing cognitive components:  1) group identification; 2) stratum consciousness; and 

3) self-and collective efficacy” (1988, ¶ 1).  Most especially the concept of group 

identification directly connects with a student’s development of sense of belonging. 

 Exchange Theory also assists in the understanding of development of a sense of 

belonging.  Exchange Theory offers an explanation as to how social factors affect the 

individual and how the individual affects social factors (Youngblade & Burgess, 1987).  

Within the study, Exchange Theory will be used to discuss a student’s sense of belonging 

as related to his or her relationship with other students and relationships with significant 

adults. 

 Constructivist Theory also provides insight into how students develop sense of 

belonging.  According to Constructivist Theory, “Constructivism is considered to be a 

theory of knowledge and learning that concerns itself with what one knows and how it is 

that one comes to know … (it) considers knowledge to be internally constructed and 

socially mediated” (Luppicini & Schnackenberg, 2000, p.228).  According to this theory, 

students’ development of sense of belonging occurs as they derive meaning for 

themselves during the process of interacting with others in formal and informal social 

activities.  Not only will students’ present character education activities influence how 

they come to develop a sense of belonging, but, according to Constructivist Theory, 
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students’ “prior experiences and mental structures and beliefs” (Luppicini & 

Schnackenberg, 2000, p.2) will also affect how they develop and understand sense of 

belonging.  According to Constructivist Theory, each of us constructs our own reality of 

the external world and our relationship to it according to our past and present 

experiences.  Alan Roberts explains that Constructivist Theory purports that students 

“learn through interaction with and adaptation to their environment” (Roberts, 1998, ¶ 1), 

and through the process of social constructivism, student learning is affected by their peer 

group and by the significant adults in their life. 

 According to Luppicini and Schnackenberg (2000), there are two main branches 

of Constructivist Theory:  1) individualistic theory from von Glasenfeld (von Glasenfeld, 

1995; 1996, as cited in Luppicini & Schnackenberg, 2000) which concludes that no two 

people “produce the same constructs and mutual meaning is construed as a gradual 

process of accommodation that achieves a relative fit of meaning constructions” 

(Luppicinni & Schnackenberg, p. 228), and 2) social and cultural theory from Vygotsky 

and others (1970; 1979, as cited in Luppicini & Schnackenberg, 2000).  According to this 

branch of constructivism, an “individual’s self-realization [is] being derived from actions 

in the social world” (Luppicini & Schnackenberg, p. 229).  In other words, how an 

individual comes to know is not only derived from his or her own perceptions, but from 

the social context in which those perceptions are developed.  With the present study of 

character education and sense of belonging, the social context was of paramount 

importance as students developed their own understanding about sense of belonging and 

experienced feelings of belonging. 
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Definition of Terms 

 

 Several key terms will be instrumental to my study: Character, Character 

Education, School-wide Character Education, School Culture, School Community, and 

Sense of Belonging or Connectedness. The operational definitions of these terms follow: 

 Character - Marvin Berkowitz defines character as “the composite of 

psychological characteristics that serve to promote moral agency… [including] such 

psychological characteristics as behavior, values, affect, reasoning, self-concept, 

personality, and so on” (Berkowitz, 1997, as cited in Berkowitz & Bier, 2005, p. 268).  

Later Berkowitz refined this definition: “Character is defined as the set of psychological 

characteristics that motivate and enable the individual to function as a competent moral 

agent, that is, to do ‘good’ in the world (Berkowitz, 2011b, p. 153).  

Character Education - In this study schools practicing character education were 

selected because each had achieved recognition as a National School of Character 

through the Character Education Partnership (CEP, now referred to as Character.org), a 

non-profit, nonsectarian, nonpartisan advocacy group based in Washington , D.C.  The 

CEP promotes character education in K-12 schools across the country by providing 

resources and support.  Accordingly, this study has effectively defined character 

education using the CEP’s definition:  “the intentional effort to develop in young people 

core ethical and performance values that are widely affirmed across all cultures” (The 

Character Education Partnership, 2010, p. i.)  More simply stated, character education is a 

formalized process of promoting a student’s social and moral development in order to 



 

 

7 

help him or her to be not only a better person, but a better person who will take action to 

make a better world. 

School-wide Character Education - Character education that is not teacher 

specific or curriculum specific, but is promoted and coordinated by school leaders to 

involve and affect all students and adults throughout the entire school. 

 School Culture – School culture is defined as those patterns of meaning such as 

norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, ritual, traditions, and even myths that are created and 

historically transmitted by members of a school community (Stolp, 1996). 

 School Community – The school community consists of those members including 

students, teachers, support staff, parents, coaches, administrators, board members, or any 

other individual who on a regular basis interacts with other members of this group in 

order to advance the mission of the school. 

 School Climate – School Climate refers to the social and environmental factors 

that contribute to someone‘s subjective experience of a school: “the tone and attitudes of 

staff and students in school” (American Institutes for Research, 2012, p. 3). Climate 

refers to the tone of the school relating to the fair and consistent management of the 

building, safety within the building, the quality of interpersonal interactions within the 

building, and the quality of respect and consideration shown to others in the building. 

 Sense of Belonging or Connectedness – Students’ sense of belonging or 

connectedness is a psychological construct that refers to students’ feelings, perceptions, 

and beliefs about their relationships and connections to a group.  Sense of belonging or 

connectedness is then defined as students’ feeling of belonging to their school community 

or connectedness to others in their school community. 
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Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

 

 The study was conducted with eighth-grade students from five middle schools in 

Missouri. Three of these schools from the greater St. Louis, Missouri, area used a formal 

character education program.  Two other middle schools in Missouri that had not used a 

character education program were invited to participate in the study because each was 

identified as being a close match to one of the character education schools in terms of 

demographics, socio-economic status, and per-pupil spending.  Data were collected 

during the fall and winter of the 2015-2016 school year. 

The three character education schools had conducted a school-wide character 

program for at least three years and had been recognized as National Schools of 

Character by the Character Education Partnership (now Character.org) in Washington, 

D.C.  Matched schools had no organized character program in place during the previous 

three years.  

 Eighth-grade students in both the character education schools and the non-

character education schools completed the 18-item sense of belonging survey developed 

by Carol Goodenow (1993) entitled The Psychological Sense of School Membership 

Among Adolescents (PSSM).  Within the character schools, the eighth grade students who 

self-identified as participating as a member of a group affiliated with their character 

education program also completed a brief seven-item survey concerning elements of their 

character education program.  The principal of the building of each character school also 

completed a brief seven-item questionnaire about their school’s character program.    
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These surveys were used to measure the perceptions of students to determine if 

there is a difference between levels of student sense of belonging in schools that practice 

character education and those that do not.  Among the character education schools, the 

study also investigated whether there are correlations between the levels of student sense 

of belonging and the structure or perceptual elements of the character education program 

in which the students participated.  

 The study has limitations as findings may not be able to be generalized to other 

schools. There may be school-specific conditions or specific elements of each school’s 

program or school culture that increase or decrease student sense of belonging.  

Consequently, when looking at the effects of a character education program on student 

sense of belonging, there may be situational or contextual elements of a school’s 

environment or culture (such as social circumstances or structural elements of the school) 

that may contribute in a significant way to the level of student sense of school belonging. 

 

 

Role of the Researcher 

 

As the former principal of a small, rural middle school that was recognized as a 

National School of Character in 2001 by The Character Education Partnership of 

Washington, D.C., and as the former superintendent of that same district that was 

recognized as a State District of Character in 2013,  and as I have had the privilege to 

present workshops concerning character education at schools and conferences across the 

county, I understood the structures and language of character programs as I investigated 

the relationship of character education to the psychological construct of sense of 
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belonging.  As a former teacher of English (twelve years) and as a twenty-five-year 

veteran of school administration, I understood the procedural and social workings of 

middle schools as well as the thought processes of students and school staff as I worked 

with administrators, school staff, and students to collect research data.  Nevertheless, I 

attempted to maintain objectivity and retain no bias throughout my research.  

 

Significance of the Study 

 

The significance and potential contribution of the study is to further the 

understanding of character education in general and specifically to help school personnel   

to understand how the construct of sense of school belonging may be influenced by a 

school-wide character education program.  Literature does corroborate the correlation of 

student sense of belonging with beneficial educational outcomes; however, there are far 

fewer studies reported in the literature that corroborate the use of character education 

programs as an effective intervention to improve student sense of school belonging. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

 

 The research on school connectedness and sense of belonging has shown that 

students who demonstrate higher levels of sense of belonging have fewer behavior 

problems, experience fewer depressive symptoms or anxiety, have higher levels of 

academic achievement, and stay in school longer (Waters, Cross, and Shaw, 2010).  

There are also many studies that have been done specifically to investigate the connection 

between sense of belonging/school connectedness and achievement.  Seiders, Gilbert, 

Novick, and Gomez (2013) stated,  “in a series of studies conducted across various grade 

levels and communities, school connectedness has been found to be a strong predictor of 

academic performance (Battistich, Soloman, Kim, Watson, & Schaps, 1995; Cohen & 

Garcia, 2008; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Goodenow & Grady, 1992; Solomon, Battistich, 

Watson, Schaps, & Lewis, 1996; Wentzel & Asher, 1995)” (Sieders, Gilbert et al., p. 7). 

Indeed, according to Maslow (1962) in his discussion of the hierarchy of human needs, 

belonging is a prerequisite need that must be met before individuals can begin to develop 

feelings of self-worth. 

Goodenow (1993) explains that “belonging is significantly correlated with 

academic grades, valuing of school work, and school achievement, and negatively 

correlated with absences and tardiness” (as cited in Perry, 1999, p. 11), and Battistich et 

al. (1994) expresses that “sense of community has been associated with student trust in 
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and support for teachers, better academic performance, and more positive social 

attitudes and prosocial behavior” (as cited in Perry, 1999, p. 11).  In fact, the literature 

reports numerous other studies that have shown a relationship between other prosocial 

student attributes and student levels of sense of belonging or school connectedness. 

(Benard, 1996; Berkowitz & Bier, 2004; Campbell 1991; Cemalcilor, 2010; Goodenow, 

1991; McGannon-Kollman, 2002; Melaro, 2006; Resnick et al., 1997; Ryan & Patrick, 

2001; Schaps, 2003; Sparapani & Opalewski, 1989; Urciuoli, 2007). 

Weissberg and O”Brien (2004) share that social and emotional learning programs 

that are integrated into the daily activities of a school can have an effect on students’ 

sense of belonging to their school.  According to Wiessberg and O’Brien, such programs 

do “build children’s connection to school through caring, engaging classroom, and school 

practices…and … nurture students’ sense of emotional security and safety and strengthen 

relationships among students, teachers, and other school personnel, and families” (p.95).  

By extrapolation of this related research, it would be reasonable to predict that one of the 

major benefits of formal programs of character education in schools would be to help 

students to develop relationships that lead to improved levels of sense of belonging to 

their school communities. 

In addition, as we investigate the relationship between character education 

programs and student sense-of belonging, the next question would be this:  How do 

school-wide character programs develop this sense of belonging in students?  In other 

words, are there procedures, logistics, activities, or events that are part of the school-wide 

character programs that effectively lead to students developing higher levels of a sense of 

belonging within that school community?  As such, the aims of my study were twofold:  
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to investigate the relationship between character education and sense of belonging by 

comparing character education programs and non-character education programs, and by 

further investigating features of character education programs that may improve student 

sense of school belonging. 

To investigate the previous research and the theoretical basis for my study, four 

strands of literature were explored:  1) character education, 2) the social development of 

middle school students (as eighth graders were the sample for my investigation), 3) 

community building, and the psychological construct of sense of belonging, and 4) 

literature of the research on the connection between character education and sense of 

belonging. These four strands of literature have guided the development and 

implementation of the present research study. 

 

Character Education 

 

Educating for character has been one of the primary aims of education, not only 

from the beginnings of our country, but also from the onset of western civilization.  In the 

most famous early school, the Academy established by Plato, the curriculum often 

centered on the question “What is the good life?”  In his Crito, Plato quotes Socrates as 

asking Crito this important question:  “Whether … that not life, but a good life, is to be 

chiefly valued?” (Plato, trans. 1937, p. 37).  Socrates then explains to Crito “a good life is 

equivalent to a just and honorable one” (Plato, p.37).  At the end of the Apology, as 

Socrates is to be taken to the prison to await execution (following his trial in which he is 
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condemned for corrupting the youth by provoking them to think critically about 

issues), Plato quotes Socrates as saying  

When my sons are grown up, I would ask you, oh my Friends, to punish 

them; and I would have you trouble them, as I have troubled you, if they 

seem to care about riches, or anything, more than about virtue; or if they 

pretend to be something when they are really nothing – then reprove them, 

as I have reproved you, for not caring about that for which they ought to 

care, and thinking that they are something when they are really nothing.  

And if you do this, my sons, I will have received justice at your hands. 

(Plato, trans.1937, p. 30) 

 

From the beginnings of our western chroniclers of philosophy and education, the 

major importance of education has been to enlighten and develop wisdom and virtue 

within the student.  So it is a natural extension of the influence of western culture that 

schools throughout the world have set out to improve both their students’ knowledge and 

their students’ character.  Indeed, as we look at the beginnings of public education in our 

own country, we likewise see that developing character was an essential purpose of 

public education.  In 1818 Thomas Jefferson articulated his six objectives for primary 

education with three of these objectives directly related to developing character and 

community responsibility. He explained that the purpose of education for the young 

student is “to improve, by reading, his morals and faculties; to understand his duties to 

his neighbors and country, and to discharge with competence the functions confided to 

him by either; and in general, to observe with intelligence and faithfulness all social 

relations under which he shall be placed” (Jewett, 1997, p. 112). 

Even in the early decades of the twentieth century, character education was an 

important part of the school curriculum.  In fact, in 1916 a nationwide contest sponsored 

by the Character Education Institute was held to promote the writing of a morality code 
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for schools.  Through this contest it was Dr. William J. Hutchins who wrote the 

Children’s Morality Code consisting of eleven principles that at that time influenced 

school curriculum and character education across the country.  According to Professor 

Jeanne Pietig (1977), of the University of Colorado,  

the highly publicized Hutchins Code influenced later schemes of character 

education and consisted of eleven laws centering around the virtues of 

self-control, health, kindness, sportsmanship, self-reliance, duty, 

reliability, truth, good workmanship, teamwork, and loyalty. (p. 171)  

 

Many elementary schools would use the Hutchins Code to lead daily classroom 

discussion to help children apply the code to their own lives (Pietig, 1977). 

 In 1922 The Character Education Institute sponsored a second contest to 

encourage states to develop the best method for public schools to teach character 

education.  Twenty-six states submitted entries, and it was the Iowa plan submitted by 

Dr. Edwin D. Starbuck and his associates that won the competition (Pietig, 1977). 

 According to one of the precepts in the Iowa plan, it was stated that a school 

should be “made for the child and not the child for the school.  The Kingdom of 

Character Education is in the hearts, minds, and muscles of children…Cultivate persons 

who will live gracefully and helpfully” (Starbuck et al., p. 1, as cited in Pietig, 1977, p. 

173). 

 Indeed, John Dewey himself, one of the twentieth century’s vocal proponents of 

public education, throughout his career supported and promoted an education program in 

which students would develop their character.  In one of his later works, Dewey (1944) 

wrote, “it is a commonplace of education theory that the establishing of character is a 

comprehensive aim of school instruction and discipline” (p. 346).  
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However, with the advent of the Logical Positivist movement, there arose a 

fundamental distinction between “facts and values” (Lickona, 1991, p. 8) such that 

concepts of character were not empirically verifiable (Endres, 1997) and therefore were 

deemed less worthy to be included in the curriculum.  It was the scientific method and 

behaviorist theory (Endres, 1997) that so enamored schooling during those years that 

what was taught had to be able to be “measured in clearly observable ways” (Endres, p. 

241).  Beliefs and attitudes about morality or virtues did not fit neatly into the category of 

scientifically verifiable truths. 

Today, however, there is increased interest in character education by political 

leaders, educators, and parents.  As a group, these school leaders have been looking for 

programs to stem the violence occurring in schools and communities.  With school 

shootings and acts of racism and intolerance, along with vandalism and bullying, both the 

political and educational communities are looking for ways to make schools and 

communities safer and more open and accepting of the differences among students.  

Many school leaders offer the hope of character education as a means to address these 

concerns. 

But what exactly do we mean today when we use the concept of character 

education?  According to Alfie Kohn,  

The phrase character education has two meanings. In the broad sense, it 

refers to almost anything that schools might try to provide outside of 

academics, especially when the purpose is to help children grow into good 

people.  In the narrow sense, it denotes a particular style of moral training, 

one that reflects particular values as well as particular assumptions about 

the nature of children and how they learn. (1997, p.428) 
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Berkowitz and Puka (2009) further define character education as “the process of 

intentionally fostering… the composite of those characteristics of the individual that 

directly motivate and enable him or her to act as a moral agent, that is, to do the right 

thing” (Berkowitz & Puka, 2009, p. 109, as cited in Berkowitz, 2011a, p.97).  According 

to Thomas Lickona, Character Education or the process of educating for character is  

to educate three facets of the human personality: moral knowing, moral 

feeling or attitudes, and moral behavior. Good character consists of 

knowing the good, desiring the good, and doing the good: habits of the 

mind, habits of the heart, and habits of action. All three are necessary for 

leading a moral life; all three make up moral maturity. (Lickona, 2001, 

p.239) 

 

These pointed definitions of character education lead to an understanding of the 

end product of a program of character education; however, the methods and means by 

which schools and organizations approach the development of student character vary 

widely. Consequently, not all programs of character education are equally effective.  A 

school’s goal for character education and the means and methods it may use to implement 

the program (i.e. their theory of learning) speak to the educators’ view of human nature 

and the values that they hope to promote through the character education program (Kohn, 

1997). 

 Within the character education movement there are two positions:  the traditional 

moralists and the constructivists (Kohn, 1997).  For traditional moralists “good character 

and values are instilled in or transmitted to students….The virtues or values in question 

are fully formed, and, in the minds of many character education proponents, divinely 

ordained.  The children are … so many passive receptacles to be filled” (Kohn, p. 434). 
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The constructivists believe that for children to make a value or a virtue their 

own, they must be given the opportunity to make sense of it in terms they can understand.  

“Children must be invited to reflect on complex issues, to recast them in light of their 

own experiences and questions, to figure out … what kind of person one ought to be, 

which traditions are worth keeping, and how to proceed when two basic values seem to 

be in conflict”  (Kohn, p. 435).  Within the constructivist approach adults are needed to 

be models of good character, to offer guidance, “to pose challenges that promote moral 

growth, and to help children understand the effects of their actions on other people, 

thereby tapping and nurturing a concern for others that is present in children from a very 

young age” (Kohn, p. 435).  It is the theoretical underpinnings of the constructivist 

approach that guided my research.  

 According to Pritchard and Marshall (2002, as cited in Marshall, Caldwell, 

McKay, & Owens, 2003), “Student learning thrives in schools where there is respect and 

trust among faculty, staff, and students” (Marshall et al., 2003, p. 1).  When this occurs, a 

culture of pride and a climate of success (Kanter, 1983, as cited in Marshall et al., 2003) 

are created.  It is then the purpose of character education, according to Marshall et al., 

(2003), to create a “process through which this culture of pride and climate of success are 

developed within a school” (p. 1).  When such a culture and climate exist in a school, 

then students have greater opportunities for growth: opportunities that provide for their 

social, emotional, moral, and academic growth. 

 The Center for the Advancement of Ethics and Character at Boston University 

School of Education, under the leadership of Kevin Ryan, has provided a Character 

Education Manifesto signed by representatives of education, government, industry, and 
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various educational and youth foundations.  Of its several precepts, these three are 

significant:  a) “Education in its fullest sense is inescapably a moral enterprise…; b) 

Character Education is about developing virtues – good habits and dispositions which 

lead students to responsible and mature adulthood…; and c) Character Education is not a 

single course, a quick-fix program, or a slogan posted on the wall but an integral part of 

school life…” (Character Education Manifesto, 1996, as cited in Innerst, 1996, p. 1). 

By extension, Berkowitz and Bier (2005) corroborate that character education is 

not an enterprise that can be based solely on a specialized curriculum or a defined 

program.  The authors explain that “the core of effective character education is built not 

upon a curriculum, but upon the social relationships that pervade a school” (p. 269).  

Russ Sojourner, the Schools of Character Director of the Character Education 

Partnership in Washington, D.C., explains what substantive character education is all 

about: 

We believe strongly that character education is not simply a program.  It is 

not about slogans, posters, catch-phrases of the month, or stand-alone 

curriculum. …Rather, comprehensive character education is about 

intelligently and intentionally creating a positive school culture and 

climate, anchored to community-developed ethical and performance 

values. …- a way of life and a way of being – built on the power of caring 

and respectful relationships; students to students, students to adults, and 

adults to adults. (Sojourner, 2014, p. 70) 

 

In fact, in 2010 the Character Education Partnership (CEP) published The Eleven 

Principles of Effective Character Education, A Guide for Schools and Districts.  This 

CEP publication outlined for schools the eleven principles that it felt should be present in 

an effective character education program, including that the program should use a school-

wide comprehensive approach, and that an effective program will create a caring 
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community within the school (The Character Education Partnership, 2010, p. i.)  The 

complete 11 principles are as follows:  

1) Promotes core values,  

2) Defines character to include thinking, feeling, and doing,  

3) Uses a comprehensive approach,  

4) Creates a caring community,  

5) Provides students with opportunities for moral action,  

6) Offers a meaningful and challenging academic curriculum,  

7) Fosters student self-motivation, 

8) Engages staff as a learning community,  

9) Fosters shared leadership, 

10) Engages families and community members as partners,  

11) Assesses the culture and climate of the school. (The Character 

Education Partnership, 2010, p. i) 
 

The literature supports that effective character education is a school-wide 

enterprise with activities and opportunities for students to develop “good habits and 

dispositions” (Character Ed. Manifesto, 1996), and these habits and dispositions are 

expected to improve the school climate and create a more positive school community.  

According to Berkowitz and Bier in their article The Interpersonal Roots of Character 

Education, 

the centerpiece of such a comprehensive grasp of character education is 

understanding that building positive relationships with students, creating a 

caring community in the classroom and school, and fostering students’ 

sense of belonging to such a community is where character education must 

position itself if it is to effectively impact on the development of character 

in students.  The remaining issue is how best to accomplish this. (2005, p. 

277) 

 

 The goal of my research was to further quantify whether schools that use a school-wide 

comprehensive character program do develop in students positive habits and dispositions 

that affect student’s perceptions of their school environment and thereby affect their 

perceptions of sense of belonging to their school community.  Elements of the character 
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education program that I looked for in each character education school that may 

increase student sense of belonging to their school community are the following:  

1) The school purposefully schedules students to be part of an advisory-group or 

peer-group. (Bernard, 1996; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Gauld, 1993; Lickona, 

2004; Meloro, 2006). 

2)  The school purposefully schedules time for students to engage in organized 

discussions or activities to promote thinking about positive traits of character 

(Benard, 1996; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Pritchard & Marshall, 2002; Urcinoli, 

2007). 

3) Students have opportunities to develop closer relationships with a significant 

adult who works with the students during these character activities (Berkowitz & 

Bier, 2005; Bier & Berkowitz, 2005; Marshall, 2003; Meloro, 2006) and whom 

students feel models the expectations that the school has for its students 

(Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Bier & Berkowitz, 2005; Ryan & Bohlin, 2001).  

4) Students and teachers who work together on character activities develop a 

“sense of family” among that group (Cafo & Somuncuo, 2000; L. Enders, 

personal communications, April, 2004; Schaps, 2003). 

5) There is a common moral language present in the school (Cafo & Somuncuo, 

2000; Gauld, 1993). 

6) The character program is perceived to be instrumental in creating a positive 

climate and culture within the school (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Cafo & 

Somuncuo, 2000; Marshall et al. 2003). 
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Summary of Character-Education Studies 

 

The federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 provided funds to states to develop 

character education programs to promote pro-social traits such as caring, giving, justice 

and civil virtue, trustworthiness, respect, and responsibility.  At that time some state 

governments were also mandating character education and violence prevention programs 

such as the New York Safe Schools Against Violence in Education Act of 2001, the 

North Carolina Student Citizen Act of 2001, and the Illinois Children’s Mental Health 

Act of 2003 (Haegerich & Metz, 2009). 

According to Haegerich and Metz (2009), although in the early 2000s the federal 

government and some states were encouraging programs of character education and 

social/emotional learning, there had been little empirical evidence of the effectiveness of 

such programs.  Consequently, in 2003 a cooperative effort of the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Institute of Educational Sciences, the Center for Disease Control’s Division 

of Violence Prevention, and the National Center for Injury Prevention and Control 

developed the Social and Character Development (SACD) Research Program. 

This three-year study research program investigated seven different programs for 

elementary students (Academic and Behavioral Competencies Program, Competence 

Support Program, Love in a Big World, Positive Action, PATHS [Promoting Alternate 

Thinking Strategies], The 4Rs Program [Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution], and 

Second Step).  Each of the seven programs was supported by a university which was 

viewed as a research site.  Each site then selected 12 to 18 schools to participate with half 

randomly assigned to be treatment schools and implement the program at all grade levels 
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in the school, and the other half to continue with their regular educational program 

(Haegerich & Metz, 2009).  According to the Executive Summary of the study when 

results were published in 2010, “the analysis of the year-to-year impacts did not yield 

evidence that the seven SACD programs combined and individually improved student 

social and character development” (Ruby & Doolittle, 2010,  p.xivi). 

However, Haegerich and Metz (2009) do report that other earlier studies of 

elementary programs did show positive impacts for students.  For example, a 1999 study 

by the Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group matched and randomly assigned 48 

elementary schools with half of these schools implementing the PATHS (Promoting 

Alternative Thinking Strategies) program and the other half continuing with their regular 

education program.  The study found that children in the PATHS program perceived that 

in their schools there was less aggressive and hyperactive disruptive behavior than did the 

students in the control schools. In addition, students in the PATHS classrooms reported 

more positive classroom atmosphere in terms of students following rules, appropriate 

expression of emotions, focus on tasks, and enthusiasm. 

In another study by Grossman et al. (1997), an evaluation of the Second Step 

Program (one of the programs evaluated in the SACD study) found that “After one year 

of program implementation, small but statistically significant differences were found for 

independent observers observations of student aggressive and prosocial behavior” 

(Haegerich & Metz, 2009, p. 7). 

Likewise, Haegerich and Metz (2009) share a 2007 meta-analysis conducted by 

Hahn et al. (2007) by the Center for Disease Control Task Force on Community 

Prevention Services. This meta-analysis reported positive results for the social and 



 

 

24 

character education programs that they reviewed.  Hahn et al. reported that “universal 

elementary school programs on average contribute to an 18% reduction in aggressive and 

violent behaviors” (p. 7). 

Another 2007 study that was not among those reviewed by Haegerich and Metz 

also reported positive effects of a character education program for elementary children.  

DeRosier and Mercer (2007) reported positive gains in prosocial behavior and reducing 

direct aggression for K-2 students who used the Life Stories for Kids character education 

program designed to use storytelling as a method to improve student social skills and 

character.  Nearly 2000 students from four elementary schools in North Carolina 

participated in the study.  Two schools of the four were randomly assigned to use the 

program and two were randomly assigned as control schools. The effectiveness of the 

program was measured through teacher evaluation of student behaviors specifically 

evaluating prosocial behavior and student aggression. As with the grades K-2 students, 

DeRosier and Mercer (2007) reported that the students in grades 3-5 who were selected to 

participate in the character program had teachers reporting statistically significant 

positive gains compared to the teachers’ reports for those students who did not 

experience the program. 

Was, Woltz, and Drew (2006) also conducted a meta-analysis of character 

education programs.  They explain that the literature on effective K-12 character 

education points to various outcomes of effective programs:  improved social behavior, 

improved academic performance, increased responsibility and respect, better judgement, 

improved integrity, increased self-control and self-esteem, improved school cultures, 

increase of school sense of community, increase in school connectedness or student sense 
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of belonging, improved trust in and respect for teachers, as well as reductions in 

discipline referrals and suspensions, improved absenteeism, fewer school failures, and 

even reduction in student pregnancies and substance abuse, among other prosocial, moral, 

and performance outcomes. 

According to Was et al. (2006), because the literature reports many positive 

benefits to character education programs, it would appear that “research simply needs to 

focus on determining which components of which programs are most effective at 

producing these outcomes” (p. 151).  However, in their review of effective character 

education programs, they examined available, peer-reviewed research and found (as did 

Haegerich & Metz as they reported in 2009) that “the extent of peer-reviewed research 

regarding the efficacy of character education programs is quite limited” (Was et al., 2006, 

p. 151).  Their examination included eleven studies published between 1999 and 2003. 

Was et al. (2006) stated that most of the studies are supportive of character 

education, and many analyzed in their review do show 

evidence that teachers and administrators involved in the programs 

believed the program made a difference.  Others provide evidence that the 

students enjoyed the character education program, feel their attitudes 

changed, and even stated they are more likely to be cooperative and 

incorporate teamwork. (p. 154) 

 

However, Was et al. were concerned that many of the studies focused on student, teacher, 

or administrator perception of the program rather than actually measuring behavioral 

changes or outcomes.  The following seven studies used interviews or collected 

perceptual data to arrive at their findings. 

A 1999 study by Muscot and Talis-O’Brien interviewed 19 students with 

behavioral disorders or learning disabilities to determine the effectiveness with these 
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types of students for the SO (Service Learning Opportunities) Prepared for Citizenship 

after-school character education program.  The study found that these students benefited 

from the program by making new friends, learning teamwork and cooperation, and 

learning that they were responsible for their own actions (Was et al., 2006). 

A study by Corley (2000) used a quasi-experimental design with a treatment 

(character education group) and a control group taking pre/post surveys to measure 

students’ perceptions of their own standards of right and wrong as a means to evaluate a 

three-week character education program.  Student discipline data were also evaluated.  

No significant differences were found between students who experienced the program 

and those who did not have the program (Was et al., 2006). 

Another study reported in 2000 (Leming) evaluated the Heartwood Ethics 

Curriculum for Children program to determine whether it had an impact on student 

behavior.  Using a quasi-experimental model with two treatment schools and two 

comparison schools, teachers were administered a pre-test and post-test questionnaire 

concerning their perceptions of student behavior.  After one year of the character program 

in grades one through three, the research found a statistically significant difference 

between teachers’ responses concerning student behavior from the character program 

schools and the non-character program schools (Was et al., 2006). 

A study by Davidson and Stokes (2001) reported in a paper presented in 

November 2001 at the Mid-south Education Research Association Meeting demonstrated 

limited results because of the design of the study.  Graduate students distributed the 

questionnaires to teachers in their own schools to evaluate the effectiveness of a 1995 

mandate by the state of Alabama for each school to conduct a 10-minute per-day virtue-
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of-the-week character lesson.  With the differences of teaching methods and character 

program content employed in schools, as well as with no research controls used in the 

study, Was et al. (2006) in their review of the study stated “this lack of control in the 

distribution of questionnaires results in ambiguity regarding the type of character 

education programs evaluated, which greatly limits the specificity of the interpretations 

that can be drawn from the evidence” (p. 152).  

Stoppleworth (2001) conducted a qualitative study in one school to determine if 

the character education program had an effect on the school culture and student behavior. 

The character program was not a specific school-wide initiative, but rather “any class, 

program, club, or initiative that directly promotes or encourages values” (Stoppleworth, 

2001, p. 71, as quoted in Was et al., 2006, p. 153).  The study author reported that student 

behavior had changed at the school because students’ self-reported that they had been 

involved in fewer fights.  Was, et al. commented that “again, we see a lack of control 

regarding the character education program examined by the researcher, which makes 

focused interpretation impossible” (2006, p. 153).  Likewise, Was et al.(2006) had other 

concerns with the study especially as the researcher used student self-reporting to 

measure student behavior (specifically student fights) rather than using a more accurate 

objective means to measure student behavior such as school discipline records. 

Another 2001 study (Harrington, Giles, Hoyle, Feeney, & Yungbluth) evaluated 

the All Stars program which is a character education program to reduce drug abuse, 

sexual behavior, and violence.  With 1655 students involved in the study, 629 were 

involved in the program under the leadership of a specialist in the All Stars program, 287 

students were under the leadership of teachers trained in the program, and 739 students 
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were in the control group that did not participate in the All Stars program.  The study 

reported no significant effects on problem behaviors as self-reported by students (Was et 

al. 2006). 

Revell (2002) studied the differences between magnet and non-magnet schools 

involved with the same character program.  After interviewing 700 students from 12 

schools on their perceptions of citizenship and character education, her conclusions were 

that there was a difference between magnet school and non-magnet schools.  However, 

Was et al. (2006) expressed concerns that the varying characteristics of the schools in 

Revell’s study could have affected her conclusions, such that the magnet schools were 

different from one another concerning the student populations they served, and there also 

was not a distinction about the number of years that each school used the character 

program except for her explanation that schools used the program for a substantial time. 

Other studies reviewed by Was et al. (2006) did use more objective means to 

measure behavioral outcomes to evaluate the effectiveness of the character education 

program.  A 2002 study (Duer, Parisi, & Valintis) reported that after implementing a 

character education program to improve respect and responsible behaviors, objective data 

obtained from administrative records did show that “there was a reduction in tardiness, 

the number of truancies, insubordination, and fighting” (Was et al., 2006, p.155). 

In 2003, Fink, Hansen, and Jensen published a study of a middle-school literature-

based character education program in Chicago.  By measuring behavioral outcomes, the 

study reported that the program reduced discipline infractions, improved student behavior 

in the cafeteria, and improved student attendance, and improved student grade-point 

averages (Was et al., 2006). 
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A 2001 study by Battistich used data collected from student attitudes as well as 

data from more objective school records to report on the Child Development Project 

(CDP) whole-school character education program.  This four-year study of 12 CDP 

schools and 12 non-CDP schools found that students in the CDP schools reported 

significant reduction in the use of marijuana and alcohol, and school records showed 

reduced misconduct in schools, reduced violent behaviors, and reduced gang fighting.  In 

addition, Battistich reported a follow-up study using 334 CDP students who progressed 

into the middle school and compared these students with 191 students who had not 

experienced the CDP program.  This study reported that the CDP program did make a 

difference as the middle school “CDP students were significantly less likely to engage in 

misconduct and delinquency” (Was et al., 2006, p.155). 

Character education programs are often studied under the label of social and 

emotional learning (SEL), and in 2008 Payton, Weissberg, Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, 

and Schellinger conducted a large meta-analysis of SEL programs reporting many 

positive impacts of SEL programs.  Payton et al. defined social and emotional learning 

programs as those programs 

through which children and adults acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and 

skills to recognize and manage their emotions, set and achieve positive 

goals, demonstrate caring and concern for others, establish and maintain 

positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle 

interpersonal situations effectively. (p. 6) 

 

The Payton et al. (2008) study reviewed 317 studies involving 324,303 students.  

Their study consisted of actually three large-scale reviews as the researchers investigated 

1) programs used during the school day that were intended for universal school 

populations, i.e. for students with no identified emotional or behavioral problems: 2) 
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programs used during the school day that were intended for students with emotional or 

behavioral problems; 3) programs that occurred after school that involved mostly 

students without identified problems. 

Results revealed that SEL programs do provide benefits to students whether those 

students participate in a program during school or after school, or whether those students 

do or do not have emotional or behavioral problems.  The authors also reported that the 

positive effects applied to students across the K-8 grade-span of the study, with similar 

benefits for students no matter their race or ethnicity or whether their school was in a 

rural, suburban, or urban setting.  According to the Payton et al. study, 

SEL programs improved students’ social-emotional skills, attitudes about 

self and others, connection to school, positive social behavior, and 

academic performance [average gain of achievement test scores of 11 to 

17 percentile points]; they also reduced students’ conduct problems and 

emotional distress.  Comparing results from these reviews to findings 

obtained in reviews of interventions by other research teams suggests that 

SEL programs are among the most successful youth-development 

programs offered to school-age youth.” (2008, p. 4). 

 

Likewise, the results from another meta-analysis conducted by Durlak, 

Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, and Schellinger (2011) contribute to the evidence of the 

positive impact that SEL programs do have on students.  Their meta-analysis evaluated 

213 school-based SEL programs involving 270, 034 students from kindergarten to high 

school.  The study focused on interventions for the entire student body, not just for 

specific groups with special recognized needs.  The authors of the study reported that 

“compared to controls, SEL participants demonstrated significantly improved social and 

emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, and academic performance that reflected an 11-

percentile-point gain in achievement” (Durlak et al., 2011, p.405).  Indeed, Durlak et al. 
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conclude that empirical evidence shows the value of SEL programs for students, and 

“policy makers, educators, and the public can contribute to healthy development of 

children by supporting the incorporation of evidence-based SEL programming into 

standard education practice” (p.405). 

As the research does report, character education programs or SEL programs have 

been shown to improve a range of student outcomes that improve students’ social, 

emotional, and academic growth.  Of interest to the present study is that few studies 

evaluating the effectiveness of character education programs or SEL programs discuss 

the more specific effects that these programs can have on student sense of belonging.  Of 

the 11 studies reviewed by Was et al. (2006), only one study by Perry (2002) evaluated 

student sense of community/student sense of belonging as an outcome of the Community 

of Caring character education program. (That study will be discussed later in this paper 

under the sub-heading of “Research on the Connections between Character Education 

and Sense of Belonging.)  However, it is of interest that although the Durlak et al. study 

does not specifically mention improved connection or belonging to school as one of the 

social or emotional outcomes of SEL programs, the Payton et al. meta-analysis did report 

that SEL programs were shown to have a positive influence on students’ connection to 

school. 

 

Social Development of Middle-School Students 

 

 According to research on resilience and school effectiveness, three major 

categories of protective factors or protective processes that help students to alter or even 
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reverse negative outcomes emerge:  “1) caring and supportive relationships, 2) positive 

and high expectations, and 3) opportunities for meaningful participation” (Benard, 1996, 

p. 2). 

Sarason (1990, as cited in Benard, 1996) claims that student “participation, like 

caring and respect, is a fundamental human need . . . (and) when schools ignore these 

basic needs of both students and teachers, schools become alienating places”  (p. 3).  If 

student alienation occurs when opportunities for caring, respect, and participation are not 

available in the school, it would be reasonable to posit that the reverse would be true: as 

students do have opportunity for participation, and caring, respectful relationships, then 

students will be more likely to be connected to their school community and feel that they 

belong.  Campbell (1991) supports the importance of middle schools meeting their 

students’ need of belonging by conceptualizing that middle schools must “ensure that 

students do not feel left out” (Campbell, 1991, ¶ 1). 

According to Noddings (1988, as cited in Benard, 1996) “children will work 

harder and do things … for people they love and trust” (Benard, 1996, p. 2).  And 

Noddings’ research also stated “a caring relationship with a teacher gives youth the 

motivation for wanting to succeed” (Benard, 1996, p. 2).  Likewise, Berkowitz and Bier 

(2004) report that when students develop positive relationships with teachers “students 

show increased self-efficacy, self-regulation, character development, and academic 

achievement” (p. 77).  In fact, research has shown that “having at least one caring adult at 

school from whom a student can draw guidance and support is key to developing school 

connectedness and staying in school (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Resnick et al., 1997)” 

(Beland, 2014). 
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Ryan and Patrick (2001) also explain that when students perceive that their 

teachers are being supportive, fair, have high expectations, and promote respectful 

student interactions, these students will be more successful in school.  In fact from their 

2001 longitudinal study, they specifically reported that when students feel connected to 

their classmates, when they feel respected by others, and when they feel supported by 

their teachers, they have more positive school outcomes:   

when students believe they are encouraged to know, interact with, and 

help classmates during lessons; when they view their classroom as one 

where students and their ideas are respected and not belittled; when 

students perceive their teacher as understanding and supportive; and when 

they feel their teacher does not publicly identify students' relative 

performance, they tend to engage in more adaptive patterns of learning 

than would have been predicted from their reports the previous year. 

(Ryan & Patrick, p. 456) 

 

Georgiady and Romeno (1988) in their study posit 17 characteristics that middle 

schools should consider to sufficiently meet the emotional, physical, and social 

development needs of their students.  Of these characteristics, “community relations” and 

“social experiences” contribute to social development of which sense of belonging is one 

distinct element.  Likewise, research by Sparapani and Opalewski (1989) reported on 

social factors that middle-level students felt were important.  These included working in 

groups, having many good friends, and having teachers who were friendly and 

understanding.  In fact, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(2009) “schools that explicitly focus on the importance of relationships and social, 

emotional, and civic dimensions of learning and school life, powerfully support authentic 

relationships.  Caring and attuned relationships between educators and students provide 

the foundation for school connectedness” (Cohen, 2014, p. 49). 
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 Benard (1996) also reports that students will develop sense of belonging by 

being involved in activities with cross-grade student groups.  Through her discussion of 

practices that foster all of the traits of resilience, she claims that cross-age mentoring (p. 

3) does promote resiliency.  As students have opportunities to work with younger or older 

students, they develop a greater ability to avoid negative behaviors.  Indeed Cemalcilar 

(2010) explains that student “learning and development … are embedded in the social 

context … and education should be a social rather than an individualistic process” (p. 

244). Interestingly, Benard (1996) succinctly summarizes what should be happening in a 

good school: “when schools are places where basic human needs for support, respect, and 

belonging are met, motivation for learning is fostered” (p. 4).  

 

Sense of Belonging/Connectedness to School 

 

 

According to the American Institute for Research that conducted the Alaska 

School Climate and Connectedness Surveys from 2005 to 2012, school connectedness is 

defined in the following straight-forward manner:  “school connectedness refers to 

students’ perceptions and feelings about the people at school” (2012, p. 3).  Resnick et al. 

defined school connectedness as “a concept that emerges from the interactions of 

individuals within the school environment” (1997, p. 825).  Resnick et al. (1997) further 

explained that school connectedness was created as students felt close to people at school, 

perceived that their teachers were treating them fairly, and perceived a low level of 

prejudice at the school.  
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Likewise, Goodenow and Grady (1993) defined sense of belonging as “the 

extent to which they [students] feel personally accepted, respected, included, and 

supported by others – especially teachers and other adults in the school social 

environment” (pp. 60-61). According to Baumeister and Leary (1995) students who feel 

that they belong or are connected will have feelings that they are worthy and valued 

members of that school community, and that they are a significant part of a larger social 

unit. 

Eric Schaps in his Education Leadership article “The Heart of a Caring School” 

(March 2003, p. 31-33) reports on the research by Resnich et al. (1997) that we all, both 

children and adults, share the same basic psychological needs: “We all have a basic need 

for close, supportive relationships, sometimes called ‘connectedness’ to others” (Resnich 

et al. 1997, cited in Schaps, 2003, p. 33) or ‘belongingness’ according to Baumeister and 

Leary (1995).  Schaps explains that these “supportive relationships are the heart of 

community” (2003, p. 33).  He cites Watson, Battistich, and Solomon (1997) who explain 

that “we tend to become affectively attached – to bond – to the people and institutions 

that help us satisfy our needs” (Schaps, 2003, p. 32).  From this Schaps points out that it 

is clear “why it is so important for schools to be caring, inclusive, participatory 

communities for their students” (2003, p. 32). 

 Schaps also explains that one of the ways to determine if students experience 

community in the school is to assess them with questionnaires asking students to respond 

to statements such as “My class is like a family.” (p. 32).  This concept that students 

develop a feeling of family with other students and teachers within the school can be a 
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powerful indicator that students are feeling a sense of belonging – are bonding – to 

their school community. 

 

Summary of Sense of Belonging/Connectedness to School Studies 

 

Goodenow (1991) investigated the relationship between student sense of 

belonging and academic motivation among middle school students.  Her research 

revealed that the construct of belonging was felt by students at varying levels based on 

the specific situation in which students were involved, and this sense of belonging was 

changeable based on the group processes involved in the classroom. 

In 1993 Goodenow and Grady continued Goodenow’s study of sense of belonging 

by investigating the relationship among students’ sense of belonging, students’ academic 

motivation, and students’ perceptions of their friends’ academic values.  Two urban 

junior high schools with 301 students participated in the study.  Sense of school 

belonging was measured by the 18-item Goodenow Psychological Sense of School 

Membership (PSSM) scale (the scale used in the present study to measure student sense 

of belonging to their school).  Motivation was measured using an abbreviated version (11 

items) of scales used in 1990 by Pintrich and DeGroot to study motivation in junior-high 

students.  Friends’ values were measured by statement responses on a Likert-scale to the 

question “My friends think that it is important to do well in school” (p. 63), and 

effort/persistence was measured by the two questions “I work hard to get good grades, 

even if I don’t like a class,” and “When school work is hard, I just do the easy parts or I 

give up” (Goodenow & Grady, 2003, p. 63-64). 
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Results of the study reported no statistically significant differences between the 

two schools in the study, and, as such, to continue the research, they combined student 

scores for all analyses.  The researchers reported three specific findings from the study:  

1) urban adolescents may have low levels of both sense of school belonging and 

motivation; 2) student scores on the measures reflected ethnicity and gender differences; 

and 3) “students who do have a high sense of belonging in school are also more likely to 

be motivated and academically engaged than those whose sense of belonging is low” 

(Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p.67). 

A 1997 study entitled Protecting Adolescents from Harm: Findings from the 

National Longitudinal Study on Adolescent Health, reported more positive effects for 

students when they have a higher level of perceived sense of belonging/school 

connectedness.  Over 12,000 adolescents in grades 7 to 12 from 80 high schools and their 

feeder middle schools were interviewed in their homes to assess risk factors and 

protective factors for students, their families, and their schools.  In terms of school 

connectedness, the study reported that students with higher levels of connectedness to 

their school were related to somewhat lower levels of violence for both middle-school 

and high-school students (Resnick et al., 1997). 

A report by Whelley, Cash, and Bryson (2002) suggests that as students are 

involved in activities that foster student sense of belonging, students’ psychological well-

being will be promoted.  In addition, a study conducted by McGannon-Kollman (2002) 

reported that the levels of middle school students’ social skills are positively related to 

their levels of sense of belonging as measured using the Psychological Sense of School 

Membership Scale (Goodenow, 1993). 
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Another study from Turkey investigated the relationship between students’ 

sense of belonging and their satisfaction with social relationships in school and their 

satisfaction with the school environment (Cemalcilar, 2010).  Cemalcilar (2010) surveyed 

799 seventh and eighth-grade students from 13 schools in Istanbul, Turkey.  He measured 

student sense of belonging by developing a new scale of 64 items based on existing 

scales of school climate (including the Goodenow Psychological Sense of School 

Membership Scale as used in the present study) and evaluated the relationship of this 

construct with students’ perceptions of their relationships in school with other students, 

their teachers, and their administrators.  Correlations were made to compare students of 

high socio-economic status (SES) and students from lower SES to determine differences 

in perceptions of sense of belonging.  For the students in the higher SES group, higher 

levels of sense of belonging were associated with higher levels of satisfaction with all 

three relationship groups: peers, teachers, and administrators.  For students in the lower 

SES group, their sense of belonging was only associated with higher levels of satisfaction 

with their peer relationships. The Cemalcilar study shows that a student’s satisfaction 

with social relationships in school is a strong predictor of sense of school belonging.  

 Another report on sense of belonging asserts that small schools help students to 

develop a sense of belonging because of the personal attention students are afforded 

(Kennedy, 2003). Although other studies (Lee & Smith, 1995; Anderman, E. M. 2002) 

show that size in itself may not be a factor if within larger schools students are able to 

connect with smaller communities or subpopulations within the school and thereby 

develop a positive sense of belonging. 
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 Also, a study by Brown and McIntire (1996) found that students in a boarding 

magnet school in Maine had a higher sense of belonging than did students at a rural 

consolidated public high school.  This study points to the idea that students who feel a 

part of something special, as with the boarding magnet school, have a greater sense of 

belonging than do students at an undistinguished traditional high school.  It appears that 

when students feel a part of something special or have a special affiliation with a group, 

these factors do promote higher levels of sense of belonging. 

 Evidence also shows that a student-grouping design involving a multi-age 

“house” design with students having the same teacher for three years does promote 

within students a stronger connection to their school and works to create a sense of 

belonging among students (Kester, 1994). Also, findings are reported about a school 

using a student-grouping model in which the school is divided into two “clans” of cross-

grade-level students with the study showing that this method of student grouping helps to 

teach students to understand differences among one another, to teach students to 

cooperate with one another, as well as to help students to develop a sense of belonging 

(Wainwright, 1983). 

 Another study by Welkowitz et.al. (2000) corroborates that cross-grade groupings 

do contribute to student sense of belonging.  Fifty-nine students were interviewed who 

were involved in heterogeneous mentor groups consisting of six to eight students who 

met with their mentor for one hour, two to three times per week.  These mentor groups 

afforded the opportunity for students to be accepted and to develop a sense of belonging. 

 Meloro’s research (2006) of a single high school with 1144 students and 112 

teachers investigated the relationship of the advisory program and student’s sense of 
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belonging.  When Meloro compared a student’s level of sense of belonging with 1) 

perception of advisory, 2) the type of advisory activity, and 3) teacher-student 

relationship, she found that the teacher-student relationship was the strongest predictor of 

school belonging.  Her research also found that when students who had the opportunity to 

be engaged in an activity in their advisory group in which they could express their 

opinions, this factor also contributed to a positive variance in their sense of belonging.    

 Urciuoli (2007) conducted research with 732 middle school students in two low-

income racially homogeneous schools where she used a three-year longitudinal study to 

identify school factors that contribute to sense of belonging.  Her research reported six 

factors that were found to positively predict perception of sense of belonging in the sixth, 

seventh- and eighth-grade students in the study:  teachers’ use of learner centered 

practices, fairness and clarity of school rules, social assertiveness, cognitive mastery, peer 

support, and affective distress.  Of particular interest with Urciuoli’s research is that 

when students perceived an adult modeled cared for them by using learner-centered 

practices, and when students perceived that they had peer support, these perceptions 

contributed to their developing a greater sense of belonging.  

 Perry and McIntire (2001) conducted a school climate survey of 36,747 rural 

students in grades 6 through 12 from 175 schools in Maine.  The researchers measured 

school connection by a 14-item scale that was identified by a panel of judges to assess 

relationships of student-to-student and student-to-teacher.  This scale measured whether 

students felt that teachers valued their input, and the level of their sense of pride and trust 

in the school and in school personnel.  Student scores on this scale were then grouped in a 

high, middle, or low range and using a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), the three 
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groups were compared on their responses to each of the following questions 

representing student perception of safety, harassment, and empathy respectively: “I feel 

safe at school; I have been threatened either verbally or physically at school by another 

student; It bothers me when others are insulted or hurt verbally” (p.61). 

 The study reported statistically significant (p < .0001) differences between all 

three groups concerning their responses to the above three questions such that “students 

who reported a greater sense of connection and reported feeling significantly safer at 

school were less likely to report having been harassed at school and were significantly 

more bothered when others were insulted or hurt verbally” (Perry & McIntire, 2001, 

p.61). 

 A Canadian study by Xin Ma (2003) investigated student sense of belonging to 

school as affected by student characteristics and school characteristics.  Data were 

collected using 6,883 students using sixth graders from 148 schools and eighth graders 

from 92 schools.  Student characteristics studied were gender, socio-economic status 

(SES), whether the student was natural to the area of the school, number of parents and 

siblings, self-esteem, general health, and academic achievement.  School characteristics 

investigated included school size, average SES of the school population, and school 

climate as measured by three factors: a) the level of value students and teachers placed on 

academic success, b) the disciplinary climate of the school, and c) level of parent 

involvement in the school.  To measure sense of belonging, a scale was used that was 

developed by the New Brunswick School Climate Study (NBSCS) using six questions:   

1) I feel that I belong to this school, 2) Often I feel awkward and out of 

place, 3) I feel the teacher likes me, 4) Often I feel lonely at school, 5) I 
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make friends at school easily, 6) Other children seem to like me.  [1=YES, 

2=yes, 3=sometimes, 4=no, 5=NO]. (Ma, 2003, p. 344) 

 

 The study conducted by Ma (2003) consisted of a secondary data analysis using 

data from the NBSCS study which in 2003 was the latest large-scale study in New 

Brunswick of both comprehensive school and student characteristics.  Statistically 

significant results for the sixth-grade students indicated greater sense of belonging for 

students with higher self-esteem and for students with better health.  Sixth-grade girls 

reported higher sense of belonging than did boys, and, interestingly, contrary to most 

other research findings, there was a statistically significant relationship demonstrating 

that sixth-grade students with lower levels of academic achievement had a greater sense-

of-belonging.  For eighth-grade students, higher SES was a statistically significant 

predictor of higher levels of student sense of belonging.  Also, eighth-grade students with 

higher achievement levels, higher self-esteem, and better general health reported 

statistically significant higher levels of sense of belonging than did students who reported 

lower levels of these same student traits.  In addition, the study reported that eighth-grade 

girls had a statistically significant higher level of sense of belonging than did the eighth-

grade boys. 

 In terms of the effects of school characteristics on student sense of belonging, 

sixth-grade students reported statistically significant higher levels of sense of belonging 

when they perceived that students and teachers in their school placed a higher level of 

value on academic success.  In terms of the eighth-grade students, statistically significant 

higher levels of sense of belonging were reported when students perceived a better 
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disciplinary climate; however, other school characteristics were not found to predict 

student sense of belonging in any statistically significant way (Ma, 2003). 

In a large study by Waters, Cross, and Shaw (2010), the researchers investigated 

student perceptions and school environmental factors to determine which of these had an 

influence on students’ sense of belonging.  Data were collected from 6,295 grade-8 

students from 39 schools in Perth, Australia.  Schools were selected based on 

participation in two preliminary studies conducted between 2004 and 2007.  Students 

were surveyed during the third term of their eighth-grade year and then again during the 

third-term of their ninth-grade year.   

Ten student-level variables and multiple school-level variables were measured.  

Student-level variables including teacher and family connectedness, extra-curricular 

participation, perception of peer support, classroom climate, mental health, and 

achievement were measured using self-report scales adapted for the project.  The school-

level variables were obtained from school records such as student academic testing 

scores, teacher level of education, and from questionnaires of school practices completed 

by a staff member of the school (Waters, Cross, & Shaw, 2010). 

 Results of this study do corroborate many educators’ experiential perceptions:  the 

researchers reported that students will feel higher levels of connections and belonging to 

the school if they have higher grades, participate in extra-curricular activities, have fewer 

peer problems or classroom problems, and have greater reserves of prosocial skills, as 

well as have the opportunity to be in a smaller school setting (Waters, Cross, & Shaw, 

2010). 
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  To obtain these results the researchers collected data from students during both 

their eighth-grade and ninth-grade years, in order to evaluate eighth-grade predictors of 

eighth-grade connectedness, and eighth-grade predictors of ninth-grade connectedness.  

Results of the study reported higher levels of both eighth-grade and ninth-grade 

connection when students experienced above-average academic achievement, 

participated in extra-curricular activities, had fewer classroom and peer problems, and 

had higher levels of prosocial skills.  Higher levels of eighth-grade connection were also 

a predictor of easy transition to secondary schools and higher levels of peer support.  The 

study also reported that two school-related factors did have a significant effect on student 

connectedness in both eighth grade and ninth grade:  school size and, interestingly, a 

school’s average score on the writing skills measure (Waters, Cross, & Shaw, 2010). 

 Sense-of-belonging research has shown that students with higher levels of sense 

of belonging do have higher levels of academic success and experience more 

psychological and social benefits (Eccles, Midgley, & Wigfield et al., 1993).  However, 

an interesting study by Juvonen (2007) shows that when American students sense of 

connectedness is compared to students in other countries, American middle school 

students fared the worst.  Data from the 1997-1998 World Health Organization study 

entitled the Health Behavior of School-Age Children were analyzed by Juvonen (2007) to 

evaluate the difference between American students and students from eleven other 

nations concerning student perceptions of social climate and sense of connectedness.  

According to Juvonen,  

middle school-age students in the United States fared the worst compared 

to their peers in all other …nations.  This is consistent with concerns 

guiding middle school reform in the United States.  American teens did 
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not consider their school to be a pleasant place where they belong.  The 

mean of the ratings of school climate for American students was almost 

two standard deviations below the 12-nation sample mean. (Juvonen, 

2007, p.199) 

 

 Additionally, Juvonen found that when comparing students’ perceptions of 

support in their school, the students in the United States felt “more socially isolated than 

their peers in 8 of the other 11 nations.  Thus lack of social and emotional support in 

school should be a cause for concern” (2007, p. 199).  From these data Juvonen explains 

that the United States should pay more attention to social climate and sense of belonging 

in American middle schools. (2007).  Accordingly, as American schools do look to 

improve social climate and student sense of belonging, school-wide character education 

programs could help to improve the experiences of the many American students who 

have feelings of social isolation within their schools.  Indeed, as more students 

experience feelings of being supported in their schools, perhaps the standing of the 

United States will also improve when comparing U.S. student experiences with the 

experiences of students in other nations.  

 

Research on the Connections between Character Education and Sense of Belonging. 

 

 A literature search (using EBSCOhost, Education Research Complete (ERIC), 

Education Index, Google search, and PSYINFO) involving the constructs of both 

character education and sense of school belonging/ school bonding/school connection 

revealed 14 published empirical studies between 1985 and 2015. Two exploratory 

studies, deLara (2000) and Perry, (1999) did not directly compare character education 
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and sense of belonging, but drew conclusions about both of these constructs after 

surveying students and teachers to determine ways to create safer schools.  Both studies 

reported that the surveys revealed that these participating students and teachers suggested 

that safer schools could be created if schools were to develop a character education 

program and promote a sense of belonging among students. 

 A third study involving both constructs of character education and sense of 

belonging was conducted by Cafo & Somuncuo (2000) in the country of Turkey.  A 

model of character education (moral and value education) was developed and 

implemented in the school of study.  Interestingly, the connection to sense of belonging 

did not involve students, but instead the study revealed that a sense of belonging was 

developed among teachers as a result of implementing the character education program.  

A fourth study researched the conditions, approaches, and characteristics shared by 

successful character education schools (Schaps, Watson, & Lewis, 1997).  Among the 

several factors shared by successful character education programs, belonging was one of 

the distinguishing characteristics. 

 A fifth study in 2002 by Perry was conducted at a single school to evaluate 

student sense-of-community/student sense of belonging as an outcome of the Community 

of Caring character education program.  This study did use Goodenow’s Psychological 

Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale (as used in the present study) to evaluate 

student sense of belonging as part of a mixed-method study of fifth-grade students’ 

perceptions of the effectiveness of their Community of Caring Program that had been 

implemented for grades K-8 in the school district of Brewer, Maine. 
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 The PSSM was offered to all 105 fifth-grade students, but with some students 

not receiving parental permission to participate and absentees on the day of the survey 

only 62 students completed the PSSM.  From those participating students, a group-

average score of 4.3 was recorded of a possible score of 1 through 5 on the PSSM with a 

score of 3 being a neutral score.  According to Perry, “these scores show that the vast 

majority of students who took the survey feel respected and cared about by fellow 

students and staff” (2002, p.85). 

 The study continued by correlating student self-reported average grades and years 

of enrollment in the school system to the PSSM.  The study found no significant 

correlation between either of these conditions to a student sense of belonging as 

measured by the PSSM. 

 Perry’s study then selected 20 students based on their scores on the PSSM in 

order to continue with a qualitative portion of the study.  The 20 students were divided 

into five groups of four to obtain additional information about the impact of the 

Community of Caring program.  The groups consisted of 1) four low-scoring boys, 2) 

three low-scoring girls, 3) five high-scoring boys, 4) four high-scoring girls, and 5) 

another group of four high-scoring girls.  The researcher reported that  

although this study does not prove that the Community of Caring program 

is the cause for the high scores, both the staff and the students who were 

interviewed credited the program with creating or maintaining and 

enhancing the sense of community. (Perry, 2002, p. 99) 

 

Only four results were obtained when conducting the literature search with the 

EBSCOhost research data bases using the key constructs of both character education and 

sense of belonging/school connectedness; however, only two of those results were 
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empirical studies.  Interestingly, these two studies published in 2013, one by Seider, 

Novick, and Gomez, and another by Seider, Gilbert, Novick, and Gomez, used the same 

data that were collected from three high-performing, high-poverty charter middle schools. 

The first study was designed to compare the effects of one school emphasizing 

moral/ethical character development with the two schools that emphasized performance 

character development (performance character deals more with influencing students’ 

thoughts and actions to promote and support achievement in a task, and moral character 

deals more in promoting and supporting student thoughts and actions that promote ethical 

behaviors in students).  The second study was designed to investigate the role of moral 

and performance character on predicting academic achievement.  

In the two studies cited above, all three schools initially used weekly advisory 

programs to promote performance character development and community connectedness, 

but one school then moved away from the weekly advisory program to offer an ethical 

philosophy program that focused on student moral development.  Students were 

administered a survey with questions that measured constructs related to character 

development (including integrity, ethical identity, social responsibility, perseverance, 

courage, and school connectedness)  at the beginning of the school year and then later 

administered another follow-up survey at the end of the school year.   

The measure of school connectedness “consisted of two survey items adapted 

from Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill, and Gallay”s (2007) Sense of Community Connectedness 

Scale” (Seider, Gilbert, Novick, & Gomez, 2015, p. 14).  As such, the two Seiders et al. 

(2013) studies do discuss the relatively low reliability of the school connectedness 

measure in the studies.  Nevertheless, among the findings of the studies concerning 
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character education and sense of school connectedness, the study by Seider, Gilbert, 

Novick, and Gomez (2013) does report that “students across all three schools who earned 

the highest grade point averages were also the students who described the strongest 

feelings of connection to their respective school communities” (p.22).   Likewise, the 

Seider, Novick, and Gomez (2013) study reports that there were significant differences 

between the two advisory program schools and the moral philosophy program school 

such that the advisory program schools demonstrated higher levels on several character 

measures including community connectedness.  Interestingly, the study also reported 

“that students’ school affiliation was the only significant predictor of community 

connectedness” (p. 806).  Also of interest is that when the researchers looked at the 

differences among advisory groups or moral philosophy class groups within each school, 

they found that community connectedness was significantly predicted by the group in 

which they participated (p <.01).  This is particularly interesting as it points to the role 

that an advisory or school group membership can play toward influencing a student’s 

sense of belonging to his or her school. 

  A current study by Alex Lin (2015) entitled Citizenship Education in American 

Schools and Its Role in Developing Civic Engagement:  A Review of the Research, 

involved a literature search which did reveal several studies that investigated both 

character education and school bonding/connectedness/ sense of belonging. He conducted 

a search of peer-reviewed journals using character education as one of his key words 

(including citizenship education, service learning, political simulations, and civic 

engagement) within the following data bases:  Education Research Complete (ERIC), 

Education Index, Google search, and PSYINFO.  
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 He refined his search by looking for “1) interventions designed for K-12 

students; 2) American school-based programs; 3) at least one dependent variable related 

to civic engagement; 4) studies published after 1985” (Lin, 2015, p.38).  From his search 

Lin (2015) found 12 studies (11 quantitative and one mixed design) that researched a 

specific character education program.  Of these character education studies, eight used 

school bonding or school community as a dependent variable (and the other four used 

some measure of student prosocial behavior such as frequency of behavior problems as 

the dependent variable) (Lin, 2015). 

 One of these eight studies was conducted by Solomon, Watson, Battistich, 

Schaps, and Delucchi (1996) who conducted a longitudinal study of The Child 

Development Project (a whole-school character education program designed to improve 

students’ social and ethical behavior by matching upper-grade students with younger 

students).  The researchers compared three treatment schools with three control schools 

consisting of 743 students in grade 4 through grade 6.  A medium effect size for students’ 

sense of school community for those students who experienced the character education 

program ranged from .40 to .49 (Lin, 2015).  

 A 1998 study by Watson, Battistich, and Solomon, and a 2004 study by Battistich, 

Schaps, and Wilson continued to investigate the Child Development Project and school 

bonding.  Watson, Battistich, and Solomon (1998) studied 4000 students in grades 3 

through 6 from 24 schools with 12 schools using the character program and 12 schools 

not using the program used as a control group.  This study found that there was a 

statistically significant effect for sense of community/bonding across all four grades 
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when comparing the character and control schools.  A medium effect size of .47 was 

reported (Lin, 2015). 

The study by Battistich, Schaps, and Wilson ((2004) had 1,246 middle school 

students from six control schools and six character program schools participate.  The 

researchers found a small effect size of .09-.14 for school bonding when comparing 

schools using the Child Development Project character education program and schools 

not using the program (Lin, 2015). 

Lin also reported two studies that investigated the construct of school bonding 

connected with the Seattle Social Development Program, a character education program 

tailored for elementary age students that includes proactive classroom management, 

interactive teachings, and cooperative learning. The study conducted by Hawkins, Guo, 

Hill, Battin-Pearson, and Abbott (2001) compared eight treatment and control schools by 

following 643 students from first through sixth grade with a follow-up at age 13 and age 

18.  The study found zero effect for school bonding when comparing schools using the 

Seattle Social Development Program character education program with schools not using 

the program.  

The second study connected with the Seattle Social Development Program and 

school bonding was conducted by Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, and Hawkins 

(2004).  The researchers conducted a longitudinal study with 808 students in grades 1-6 

from four schools using the character program and four schools not using the program 

used as the control schools.  The 2004 study reported a small effect size of .10 for school 

bonding when comparing treatment and control schools (Lin, 2015). 
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A 2003 study by Catalano, Mazza, Hrachi, Abbot, Haggerty, and Fleming 

studied the Raising Healthy Children Project that is also a school-wide program to 

promote student social and ethical development.  The study compared 938 first and 

second graders in five treatment schools and five control schools.  Zero effect was 

reported for school bonding, but the researchers did report “a significant effect with 

program students showing a higher rating of school commitment than control” (Lin, 

2015. p.40). 

Lin also reported on two studies that investigated the PATHS (Promoting 

Alternative Thinking Strategies) character education program.  The study by Riggs, 

Greenburg, Kusche, and Pentz (2006) compared two schools using the program and two 

schools not using the program with a total of 318 second and third-grade students 

participating.  The researchers found a very small effect size of .09 for school bonding 

when comparing students in the character program schools and those in the non-character 

program schools.  In addition, a 2007 study by Curtis and Norgate compared 287 students 

in five schools using the PATHS program and three schools not using the program.  The 

researchers found a small effect size of .19 for school bonding when comparing students 

in the PATHS character program and those students in the control schools not using the 

program. (Lin, 2015). 

As evidenced by a reading of the eight studies reviewed by Lin (2015) reporting 

the effect for school bonding/sense of belonging in relationship to the character education 

program evaluated, two studies reported zero effect, four studies reported a small effect, 

and two studies reported a medium effect.  The cited research does show that character 
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education programs can affect higher levels of student sense of belonging to their 

schools, but results are still somewhat mixed concerning the strength of that effect. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

 

Participating Schools and Students 

 

 To further the research on character education and sense of belonging, I arranged 

to administer the Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale (PSSM) (Goodenow, 

1993) to eighth-grade students in five middle schools in the St. Louis and Lincoln, 

Missouri, areas. Three of these schools had conducted a character education program for 

at least three years and had been recognized as National Schools of Character through the 

Character Education Partnership (now recognized as Character.org) in Washington, D.C. 

and two schools had not used a formal character education program and had not used 

such a program during the previous three years. Schools were selected and invited to 

participate based on criteria such that each participating character school would have at 

least one matched non-character school in terms of school size and student demographics. 

 

Selection Procedures to Identify Participating Schools 

 

 Character schools were identified through the character.org website and through 

the assistance of the CharacterPlus network, an affiliate of the Cooperating School 

Districts of the St. Louis area whose mission is to assist and support schools in the greater 

St. Louis area to develop and sustain programs of character education.  After obtaining a 

list of seven identified middle schools that had been recognized as National Schools of 
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Character, I contacted the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education to obtain data to identify non-character education program schools that were 

comparable to each of the character program schools.  It was in the fall of 2014 that I 

obtained the following data points for all middle schools in Missouri:  1) grade-level 

configuration of each middle school, 2) total middle school enrollment, 3) enrollment at 

each grade level, 4) student federal free-and-reduced-lunch eligibility percentages, 5) 

enrollment by race (White, Black, Hispanic Asian, Indian), and 6) 2013 (most current 

available) per-pupil, per-year school expenditures. 

 After obtaining this information, I reviewed the data to find non-character 

program schools that were as closely comparable on as many of the data points as 

possible.  A list of potential schools was created (see Appendix A, Table A.1).  After 

receiving Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for the research project in March 

2015, I contacted the principal of each school on the list by telephone to invite 

participation, and then again with a follow-up email to clarify participation and explain 

the research project (see Appendix B). 

 Although I had hoped to collect data during spring 2015 prior to the end of the 

school year, the state of Missouri had just introduced schools to a new state-level 

achievement test that was being administered during spring 2015.  Because of this only 

two schools were willing to commit to participation in the research project at that time.  I 

then again contacted the principals of potential schools to inquire of their willingness to 

participate or consider participation in the fall of the 2015-2016 school year. Because 

most principals were unable to make a firm commitment in the spring confirming their 

willingness to participate in the fall, I again made contact during late summer (August) to 
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again request participation in the research project. At that point as the school year had 

not started for many schools, principals were again reluctant to agree to participate and 

many requested additional time to determine whether participation would work in their 

schedules.  Of a total of 17 schools that were invited to participate only six agreed.  

However, even after schools agreed to participate, it took time for some to arrange 

student schedules to take the PSSM survey.  The first school to take the survey was in 

August 2015, and the last school to participate had students take the survey during 

February 2016. 

  Of the six schools that agreed to participate, one character program school and 

one non-character program school did not have a closely-comparable matching school 

agree to participate.  Because of this only two matched-pairs of schools (four schools) 

were available for some of the data analysis of this project.  Student data from the third 

character program school were included when appropriate for data analysis, but as the 

third non-character school had only approximately 50% of the students participate, data 

from this school were not included in the data analysis.  Table 3.1 lists each participating 

school with the selection-criteria data displayed. 
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Table 3.1 

Participating Schools with Demographic and Other Selection Criteria

 
School names (school identifying numbers) were assigned when schools were invited to 

participate in the study.  This explains why schools are not simply numbered 1-5. 

 

 

 

Instruments 

 

Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale 

 

The variables in the study were character education and sense of school 

belonging.  To measure students’ perceived sense of belonging to their school, eighth-

grade students in participating schools were administered the Psychological Sense of 

School Membership Scale (PSSM) (Goodenow, 1993) (see Appendix C).  Prior to taking 

the PSSM, students had to agree to participate by responding positively to the student 

consent item which was the first item included in the student survey before students had 

access to take the PSSM scale (See Appendix D for the Student Consent Form).  The 

PSSM scale was developed by Carol Goodenow for use with early and mid-adolescent 

students to specifically measure the psychological construct of student sense of school 
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membership/connection/belonging through a subjective questionnaire of 18 items that 

students answer on a 5-point Likert scale (1=not at all true to 5=completely true).  The 

PSSM scale is operationalized into a sense of school belonging measure by averaging the 

responses of all 18 items on the scale.  Five of the questions on the scale are negatively 

worded (Items 3, 6, 9, 12, and 16), and as such, before a student’s average response score 

is calculated, these items are reverse scored.  Reverse scoring means that a score of 1 on 

any of these five items would be recorded as a 5, and a score of 5 would be recorded as a 

1 for averaging purposes.  The total PSSM scale has a good Cronbach’s alpha internal 

consistency coefficient rating: “The total score has been shown to have good internal 

consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging between .78 and .95 depending on the 

specific study (see You, Richy, Furlong, Shochet, & Bowman, 2011, for a review of 42 

studies that used the PSSM scale)” (Ye & Wallace, 2014, p.203). 

 

Four Factors of the Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale 

 

A 2014 study by Ye and Wallace purposefully investigated the method effects of 

the negatively worded items of the PSSM and did exploratory and confirmatory factor 

analysis of the PSSM scale to examine the factor structure of the PSSM.  They reported 

four factors in the PSSM based on their study and several previous studies, and according 

to Ye and Wallace, their 

analyses support the previous literature in that the PSSM scale measures 

more than one correlated latent trait (see, for example, Cheung and Hui, 

2003; Hagborg, 1994; You et al., 2011).  This implies that the total score 

of the 18-items of the PSSM as one psychological variable seem 

inappropriate. (2014, p.212) 



 

 

59 

 

The four factors are 1) Perception of Rejection, 2) Identification and Participation 

in School, 3) Perception of Fitting in Among Peers, and 4) Generalized Connection to 

Teachers.  Within these four factors, three items from the original 18-item PSSM scale 

were deleted.  Ye and Wallace found that item PSSM 2 (“People notice when I am good 

at something”) “did not have significant loading on any factor and was deleted” (2014, p. 

209).  In addition, they found that the items PSSM 11 (“I am treated with as much respect 

as other students”), and PSSM 15 (“People here know I can do good work”), both loaded 

on two factors (the factor of Perception of Fitting in Among Peers and the factor of 

Generalized Connection to Teachers) and also that these two items could cause confusion 

to responding students.  Their reasoning for deleting item PSSM 11 was that it is not 

clear who may be treating the responding student with respect, and, likewise, for item 

PSSM 15, they claimed it is not clear “whom the ‘people’ are that the respondent should 

be considering when choosing a response” (Ye & Wallace, 2014, p. 209). 

With these deletions, Ye and Wallace qualified their four-factor model using 15 

items from the total PSSM scale with some of the negatively worded items cross-loading 

on more than one factor.  The factor Perception of Rejection included all five negatively-

worded items from the full PSSM that required reverse scoring to obtain the total PSSM 

score.  These items were PSSM 3, PSSM 6, PSSM 9, PSSM 12, and PSSM 16.  The 

factor Identification and Participation in School included PSSM 1, PSSM 6, PSSM 10, 

PSSM 12, PSSM 16, and PSSM 17.  Perception and Fitting in Among Peers included 

PSSM 3, PSSM 4, PSSM 8, PSSM 13, and PSSM 18.  The final factor, Generalized 

Connection to Teachers, included PSSM 5, PSSM 7, PSSM 9, and PSSM 14. 
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Accordingly, for the present study, each of the four factors of the PSSM were 

also used to measure factors of students’ perception of sense of school belonging and 

were correlated to character education variables in the study.  Ye and Wallace (2014) 

reported that their four-factor model of the PSSM provides “a good fit, with X2
(df = 79) = 

200.71, p < .001, CFI = .97, TLE = .95, RMESEA = .60 (90% CI is from .049 to .070), 

and WRMR = 0.88” (p.209). 

 

Seven Additional Survey Items for Character Program Students 

 

The second part of the study was to collect data to help answer the second 

research question:  Are there components of a formal character education program that 

are positively correlated to higher levels of students’ perceptions of sense of school 

belonging?  Seven additional items were included with the survey presented to students 

attending a character program school.  These seven survey items were:  1) How often 

does your group meet?; 2)The adult advisor of my group who leads us in character 

education activities is a good model for me; 3) I am accepted and respected by the adult 

advisor who advises my group; 4) I am accepted and respected by other students in my 

group; 5) I am able to express my opinions as a member of  my group; 6) I feel that my 

group is like a family in school; 7) I feel that these groups in my school help to make my 

school a better place (see Appendix E). 

After responding to the 18-item PSSM, students in the character program schools 

were asked an additional survey item:  I am a member of a group that meets during 

school to help me to make better choices and to help me to develop my character?  The 
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item was set up in SurveyMonkey using skip-logic technology, so that the survey 

would end for any student who responded with the answer “No.”  When a student 

answered “Yes,” to the item, he or she was then directed to the seven additional survey 

items asked of students who self-reported that they were a member of a group as part of 

their character education activities. 

 

Character Program Principal Questionnaire 

 

After the students accessed and responded to the student survey, the principal of 

each character program school was sent a seven-item questionnaire to help the study to 

clarify any differences among the character education programs and to collect additional 

data to answer the question Are there components of a formal character education 

program that are positively correlated to higher levels of students’ perceptions of sense 

of school belonging?  The seven-item principal questionnaire consisted of the following 

items:  1) Are your students assigned as a member of a group of students who meet 

regularly during your school day to discuss or work on activities for the purpose of 

helping them to develop their character?  2) If students are part of such a group, does the 

same teacher advise or work with these students to lead them in character education 

discussion or activities?  3) If students are part of such a group, does the group meet 

every day, several times a week or cycle, one time each week or cycle, twice a month, 

once a month, a few times each year?  4) Are the student groups organized by cross-

grade groupings or single-grade groupings?  5) Does your school use a common moral 

language to help students to understand concepts of good character?  6) If your school 
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uses a common moral language, how do students learn these terms?  7) If your school 

uses a common moral language, please give examples of common terms students use (see 

Appendix F). 

 

Data-Collection Procedures 

 

The principal of each participating school was sent an email document (see 

Appendix G) outlining the process and procedures that each middle school should follow 

in order to have students take the research survey.  The following is a list highlighting 

these procedures: 

a. Principals were provided the SurveyMonkey web-link address specific for 

their school to provide students access to the research survey. 

b. Principals were instructed to decide which teachers or adults in their middle 

school would take responsibility to monitor the sense of belonging survey 

offered to all eighth-grade students. 

c. Principals were instructed to distribute the following two documents to those 

teachers or adults who would monitor the eighth-grade students as they took 

the survey:  Instructions for Adult Supervisors Monitoring the Temple 

University Student Survey (See Appendix H), and a PDF copy of the survey 

entitled Temple Sense of Belonging Survey to show the adult monitors exactly 

what the students would see when the students would access the survey using 

the SurveyMonkey web link that was specific for each school. 

d. The principal was instructed to decide when students would take the survey. 
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e. The principal was instructed to inform eighth-grade parents one or two 

weeks prior to students taking the survey by sending home the parent 

information and permission letter (see Appendix I) that was provided to them. 

All principals were able to correspond with the vast majority of their parents 

through email. 

f. Principals were instructed to arrange for students to have access to a 

computer, laptop, pad, or tablet in order to access the survey. 

g. The principals were informed that within a month of students taking the sense 

of school belonging survey, their school administration would be given access 

to the preliminary results from their school, and a donation of $100 would be 

made to their middle school by the researcher as a small token of appreciation 

for participating in the research project. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

All data analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) statistical software program.  In order to analyze the data collected, a 

statistical analysis of the students’ responses was done to determine if there were any 

statistically significant differences between the responses of students on The 

Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) scale in character program schools 

compared to non-character program schools.  Analysis was conducted using the total 

PSSM score and scores on each of the four factors of the PSSM.  These statistical tests 
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were conducted to determine whether sense of belonging as measured by PSSM is 

greater in schools of character than in non-character program schools.  

An analysis of character program schools continued with a comparison of the 

responses of self-reported character program group members with scores of non-group 

members on the full PSSM and the four factors of the PSSM.  This analysis was done to 

determine if a statistically significant difference occurred to show that character program 

groups do or do not correlate with higher levels of self-perceived sense of school 

belonging. 

Analyzing components of each character education program continued to 

determine if there were elements of participating character education programs that were 

correlated to higher levels of students’ perception of sense of school belonging.  The 

analysis correlated student scores on the full PSSM and the four factors of the PSSM with 

the seven additional survey items asked of character-group students.  Additional analysis 

correlated student scores on the full PSSM and the four factors of the PSSM with 

applicable responses from a seven-item survey completed by the principal of each 

character program school. 
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    CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

Purpose 

 

 As more schools consider ways to help students to develop not only academically 

but also socially and emotionally, school personnel look to formal programs of character 

education to help address the needs of the whole child.  Of these programs of character 

education, Berkowitz and Bier (2005) posit that effective programs begin by promoting 

positive social relationships within the school.  One measure of the quality of the social 

relationships in schools is reflected in the level of belonging or connectedness that 

students feel toward their school and members of the school community.  Consequently, 

the purpose of the present study was to further the investigation of the construct of sense 

of school belonging and its relationship to formal programs of character education. 

 

Response Rate to the PSSM Survey 

 

 After the principal of each participating middle school agreed to arrange time 

during the school day for their eighth-grade students to take the PSSM survey, parents 

had the option to withdraw their child from participation, and the students themselves, 

when they accessed the electronic survey, had to first agree to participate in order to 

access the remaining survey questions.  Table 4.1 indicates the total number of students 

in each participating school’s eighth-grade class during the time the survey was 
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administered, the number of students who accessed the survey on the SurveyMonkey 

site to agree or not agree to participate, and the number of students who followed through 

and actually provided responses to the survey. 

 

Table 4.1 

Survey Response Rate

 
 

 

Research Question 1: 

Character Education versus Non-Character Education Schools Comparisons 

 

 

 

 The first research question was Do students in schools with a formal character 

education program differ in sense of school belonging from students in schools with no 

formal program of character education?  To test this question, student scores on the 

Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) (Goodenow, 1993) (see Appendix 

C)   were analyzed comparing the scores of students who participated in a formal 

character education program with scores of students from a similar school that did not 

have a formal program of character education.  Similar schools were selected by  

matching school size, school grade-level configuration, socio-economic status as 

School Name School Type

 8th-grade 

Total N

N Accessing 

PSSM Survey

N Completing 

PSSM Survey

 % of 

Total N

School 3 Char. Program 229 213 183 80%

School 4 No Char. Prog. 205 176 158 77%

School 7 Char. Program 132 122 101 77%

School 9 Char. Program 192 192 148 77%

School 10 No Char. Prog.187 187 163 142 75%
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measured by percentage of students eligible for federally subsidized free-or-reduced 

lunch, ethnicity of the student body, and annual per-pupil spending allocated to educate 

each child at the school. 

 Before any of the results are presented, a brief comment is necessary about the 

way the data analysis was handled. As originally designed, the sample was chosen to 

have three pairs of matched schools: one of each pair being a character education school 

and one being a matched non-character education school. Since the school that was 

matched with School 7 chose not to participate, the data could not be completely 

analyzed as originally designed. To utilize all of the data collected, three types of 

analyses will be presented: (1) a comparison of all character education schools with all 

non-character education schools (i.e., Schools 3, 7 and 9 versus Schools 4 and 10); (2) a 

comparison within each pair of matched schools (i.e., School 3 versus School 4, and 

School 9 versus School 10); and (3) a comparison of all five schools as individual 

entities. In addition, the American Psychological Associate requires that all analyses 

where statistical significance is found must have an effect size metric included. The 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), which is the software package used 

for all data analyses, includes, as the measure of effect size for ANOVA-based analyses, 

a statistic called partial eta squared. The interpretation of this statistic is as follows: 

 .00 to .05  Small Effect 

 .06 to .10  Medium Effect 

 .10 and above   Large Effect 

 Table 4.2 shows the descriptive statistics for student scores on the total PSSM 

(Total Sense of School Belonging) and on each of the four factors of the PSSM 
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(Perception of Rejection, Identification and Participation in School, Perception and 

Fitting in among Peers, and Generalized Connection to Teachers) for each of the five 

participating schools.  

 

Table 4.2 

Descriptive Statistics on the PSSM and Factors of the PSSM for Five 

Schools 

 
School Mean Std. Deviation N 

Total PSSM / Total 

Sense-of-School-Belonging 

3.00 64.2022 9.88047 183 

4.00 64.4367 11.18771 158 

7.00 68.1287 9.65574 101 

9.00 60.0068 13.44654 148 

10.00 62.1549 11.92488 142 

Factor on PSSM / 

Perception of Rejection 

3.00 16.7978 3.18610 183 

4.00 16.6962 3.10887 158 

7.00 16.8812 3.27807 101 

9.00 16.2297 3.49362 148 

10.00 16.0775 3.10587 142 

Factor on PSSM / 

Identification and 

Participation in School 

3.00 19.7268 3.33508 183 

4.00 19.4051 3.52794 158 

7.00 20.6931 3.13924 101 

9.00 18.1959 4.06354 148 

10.00 18.8451 3.76112 142 

Factor on PSSM / 

Perception and Fitting In 

Among Peers 

3.00 17.6831 3.59152 183 

4.00 17.7911 3.78743 158 

7.00 19.1188 3.64496 101 

9.00 16.6081 4.61089 148 

10.00 16.7113 4.35252 142 

Factor on PSSM / 

Generalized Connection to 

Teachers 

3.00 15.3716 3.33540 183 

4.00 15.7152 3.23613 158 

7.00 15.9901 2.83723 101 

9.00 14.9662 3.42543 148 

10.00 15.8099 3.08493 142 

Schools 3, 7, and 9 are character program schools 

Schools 4 and 10 are non-character program schools 
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Analysis 1:  A Comparison of All Character Program Schools versus  

Non-Character Program Schools 

 

 

 

The means and standard deviations of the student scores of three character 

education schools and the two non-character education schools for the total PSSM Scale 

are presented in Table 4.3.  A one-way ANOVA was computed using the data in Table 

4.3 to compare the total PSSM scores of students from character education program 

Table 4.3: 

Means and Standard Deviations for Character Education Schools  

and Non-Character Education Schools on Total PSSM Scale 

Type of School N Mean Standard Deviation 
Character Education Schools 432 63.68 11.57 

Non-Character Education 
Schools 

299 64.98 13.09 

 

schools with scores from students from the non-character education program schools.  

The results of this analysis were not statistically significant (F = .097, p = .778).  A 

similar analysis was conducted comparing scores of character program schools with non-

character program schools on each of the four sub-scales of the PSSM. None of these 

analyses was statistically significant. Using this comparison, therefore, the students in the 

character education schools do not differ from the students in the non-character education 

schools in terms of their perceived sense of school belonging. 
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Analysis 2:  A Comparison of the Matched-Paired Character Program 

 and Non-Character Program Schools 

 

 

 

School 3 was compared to School 4 on the total PSSM scale score and on each of 

the four sub-scales. None of the analyses was statistically significant. Similarly, School 9 

was compared to School 10. As before, none of these analyses was significant. 

 

Analysis 3:  A Comparison of All Participating Schools 

 

A one-way ANOVA was computed on the total PSSM score to compare all five 

schools.  The means and standard deviations are presented in Table 4.4. 

 

Table 4.4 

Means and Standard Deviations for Total PSSM Score for All Five Schools 

School N Mean Std. Deviation 

3.00 183 64.2022 9.88047 

4.00 158 64.4367 11.18771 

7.00 101 68.1287 9.65574 

9.00 148 60.0068 13.44654 

10.00 142 62.1549 11.92488 

 

The one-way ANOVA on the above data was significant (F 4,727= 8.67, p = .000, Partial 

Eta2 = .046). The post-hoc Tukey test results are presented in Table 4.5.  While the Tukey 

results in Table 4.5 are somewhat complex, basically the results show that the schools 

seem to be divided into three clusters: School 9 and School 10 together; School 3 and 

School 4 together; and School 7. 
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Table 4.5 

Tukey Results for Total PSSM Score 

School Mean 9 10 3 4 7 

9 61.01 -     

10 63.75 NS -    

3 66.24 .008 NS -   

4 66.09 .006 NS NS -  

7 68.13 .000 .001 .042 .080 - 

 

 To complete the analysis, a five-group MANOVA was conducted on the four sub-

scales of the PSSM. This produced a significant omnibus result (Wilks’ Lambda =.908, p 

= .000, Partial Eta2 = .024). The univariate results indicated that there were statistically 

significant differences on two of the sub-scales: Identification and Participation in 

School, and Perception and Fitting in Among Peers. The Tukey results for these two 

significant effects are presented in Tables 4.6 and 4.7. 

Table 4.6  

Tukey Results for Identification and Participation in School 

School Mean 9 10 4 3 7 

9 18.28 -     

10 18.86 NS -    

4 19.39 .046 NS -   

3 19.60 .006 NS NS -  

7 20.71 .000 .000 .000 NS - 
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Table 4.7 

Tukey Results for Perception and Fitting in Among Peers 

School Mean 10 9 3 4 7 

10 16.60 -     

9 16.81 NS -    

3 17.63 NS NS -   

4 17.74 NS NS NS -  

7 19.17 .000 .000 .000 .031 - 

 

 Although the pattern is not completely consistent, essentially the data for the two 

sub-scales with significant effects is similar to the pattern for the total PSSM scale. 

Specifically, the data indicate that the schools can again be classified in three groups: 

Schools 10 and 9 together, Schools 3 and 4 together, and School 7.  To verify this result 

statistically, a discriminant function analysis was conducted. In this case, a discriminant 

function analysis answers the question of whether the five schools can be grouped 

together. The result indicated that the grouping mentioned above was correct. As shown 

above on Identification and Participation in School (Table 4.6) and on Perception and 

Fitting in Among Peers (Table 4.7), Schools 9 and 10 have the lowest mean scores, 

Schools 3 and 4 are next, and School 7 has the highest mean score.  
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Research Question 2: 

Components of Character Education Programs Investigated 

 

 

 

Investigation Part I – Character Program Group Members Compared to Non-group 

Members  

 

 

 

 The study continued by investigating the second research question:  Are 

there components of a formal character education program that are positively correlated 

to higher levels of students’ perceptions of sense of school belonging? 

As a further component of the sense of school belonging survey instrument 

presented to students in the character program schools, an additional seven survey items 

were posed to students if they responded “Yes” to the question I am a member of a group 

that meets during school to help me to make better choices and to help me to develop my 

character?  The question was set up in SurveyMonkey using skip-logic technology so 

that the survey would end for students if they answered “No” to the question. 

In School 3, 19.1% of students reported being a member of a group. For School 7, 

44.3% of students reported being a member of a group, and for school 9, 22.6% of 

students reported being a member of a group as part of their character education program. 

Table 4.8 further displays this information. 
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Table 4.8 

Group Membership in Character Education Program Schools 

 

I am a member of a group that 

meets during school to help me to 

make better choices and to help 

me to develop my character? 

Total No Yes 

School 3.00 Count 157 37 194 

% within School 80.9% 19.1% 100.0% 

7.00 Count 64 51 115 

% within School 55.7% 44.3% 100.0% 

9.00 Count 123 36 159 

% within School 77.4% 22.6% 100.0% 

Total Count 344 124 468 

% within School 73.5% 26.5% 100.0% 

 

The chi square computed rate of group membership, as displayed in the data from 

Table 4.8 above, was highly significant (Ψ2 = 25.51, p = .000). This effect is considered 

large. As shown in Table 4.8, the group participation in School 7 is clearly different from 

the rate in Schools 3 and 9. 

An analysis was conducted comparing sense of belonging scores of students who 

reported being a member of a group as part of their character education program with the 

scores of students who reported not being a member of such a group.  Scores on the total 

PSSM and on each of the four factors of the PSSM were compared.  Descriptive statistics 

for this analysis are displayed in Table 4.9. 
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Table 4.9 

Descriptive Statistics 

Means and Standard Deviations by School and Group Membership 
 

School 

I am a member of a group 

that meets during school to 

help me to make better 

choices and to help me to 

develop my character? Mean Std. Deviation 

 

N 

Total PSSM Score 3.00 No 63.5570 9.63971  149 

Yes 67.0909 10.71904  33 

Total 64.1978 9.90755  182 

7.00 No 68.1897 9.81488  58 

Yes 68.5000 9.53536  40 

Total 68.3163 9.65337  98 

9.00 No 58.7652 13.53380  115 

Yes 64.6333 12.43045  30 

Total 59.9793 13.48377  145 

Total No 62.6801 11.67606  322 

Yes 66.9223 10.82905  103 

Total 63.7082 11.60756  425 

Perception of  Rejection 3.00 No 16.7919 3.15217  149 

Yes 16.8485 3.42893  33 

Total 16.8022 3.19433  182 

7.00 No 16.7759 3.46432  58 

Yes 17.0750 3.06667  40 

Total 16.8980 3.29476  98 

9.00 No 16.1739 3.47992  115 

Yes 16.3000 3.59262  30 

Total 16.2000 3.49126  145 

Total No 16.5683 3.33162  322 

Yes 16.7767 3.32528  103 

Total 16.6188 3.32736  425 

Identification and 

Participation in School 

3.00 No 19.5503 3.17174  149 

Yes 20.3636 3.91167  33 

Total 19.6978 3.32110  182 

7.00 No 20.4655 3.29921  58 
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Yes 21.1750 2.80007  40 

Total 20.7551 3.10988  98 

9.00 No 17.8087 3.99758  115 

Yes 19.5667 4.01449  30 

Total 18.1724 4.05063  145 

Total No 19.0932 3.64346  322 

Yes 20.4466 3.58025  103 

Total 19.4212 3.67026  425 

Perception and Fitting in 

Among Peers 

3.00 No 17.5772 3.63017  149 

Yes 18.2121 3.46191  33 

Total 17.6923 3.59924  182 

7.00 No 19.0862 3.56535  58 

Yes 19.3500 3.80654  40 

Total 19.1939 3.64864  98 

9.00 No 16.3391 4.68646  115 

Yes 17.5333 4.41575  30 

Total 16.5862 4.64218  145 

Total No 17.4068 4.13092  322 

Yes 18.4563 3.92772  103 

Total 17.6612 4.10281  425 

Generalized Connection to 

Teachers 

3.00 No 15.1611 3.36128  149 

Yes 16.4242 3.05195  33 

Total 15.3901 3.33515  182 

7.00 No 16.1724 2.89063  58 

Yes 15.7750 2.83284  40 

Total 16.0102 2.85922  98 

9.00 No 14.7130 3.38667  115 

Yes 16.1000 3.43762  30 

Total 15.0000 3.43188  145 

Total No 15.1832 3.32000  322 

Yes 16.0777 3.07006  103 

Total 15.4000 3.28016  425 
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As an initial analysis, scores (on the total PSSM and the four factors of the 

PSSM) of students who indicated that they were a part of a group were compared to 

students who answered that they were not a part of a group across all three Character 

Education Schools. To help interpret the data, only these means are presented in Table 

4.10 

Table 4.10 

Descriptive Statistics 

Character Schools Combined 

Means and Standard Deviations for Group Membership versus Non-Group Membership 

 

 
I am a member of a group 

that meets during school to 

help me to make better 

choices and to help me to 

develop my character? Mean Std. Deviation N 

Total PSSM Score No 62.6801 11.67606 322 

Yes 66.9223 10.82905 103 

Total 63.7082 11.60756 425 

Perception of Rejection No 16.5683 3.33162 322 

Yes 16.7767 3.32528 103 

Total 16.6188 3.32736 425 

Identification and 

Participation in School 

No 19.0932 3.64346 322 

Yes 20.4466 3.58025 103 

Total 19.4212 3.67026 425 

Perception and Fitting in 

Among Peers 

No 17.4068 4.13092 322 

Yes 18.4563 3.92772 103 

Total 17.6612 4.10281 425 

Generalized Connection to 

Teachers 

No 15.1832 3.32000 322 

Yes 16.0777 3.07006 103 

Total 15.4000 3.28016 425 

 

A two-group MANOVA was conducted comparing group membership with non-group 

membership using all of the dependent variable scores of the total PSSM and each of the 



 

 

78 

four factors of the PSSM.  The result of this two-group MANOVA was highly 

significant (Wilks’ Lambda = .969, p = .010, Partial Eta2 = .031).  Univariate F tests for 

each dependent variable were done to determine how each of the scores (total PSSM and 

each of the four factors) contributed to this significant overall effect.  The univariate 

results are presented in Table 4.11 

 

Table 4.11 

Character Schools Combined 

Univariate Results for Group Membership versus Non-Group Membership 

Source Dependent Variable Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Group 

Membership 

Total PSSM 1404.390 10.661 .001 .025 

Perception of Rejection 3.388 .306 .581 .001 

Participation in School  142.948 10.858 .001 .025 

Fitting in Among Peers 85.951 5.156 .024 .012 

Connection to Teachers 62.432 5.869 .016 .014 

 

 

As shown in Table 4.11, there are significant differences for student scores on the total 

PSSM and on three of the four sub-scales of the PSSM.  As shown in Table 4.10, students 

who are members of a group have significantly higher scores on the total PSSM and on 

the factors of Identification and Participation in School, Perception of Fitting in Among 

Peers, and Generalized Connection to Teachers. 

As a final analysis, a two-way MANOVA was conducted on the data (School by 

Group Membership) to compare possible differences among each school’s group 

members’ scores.  The interaction was not significant.  As such, the conclusion can be 

drawn that the effect of being a member of a group is similar across the three character 

education schools. A graphic presentation of the data is presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Comparing the Three Character Program Schools 

 
 

 

 

Of interest is that this chart also depicts the differences among the means of the 

student scores on the Total PSSM for both character program group members and non-

group members.  As Figure 1 displays, student non-group members in School 7 had 

higher mean scores than did students in School 3, and School 3 had higher mean scores 

than School 9.  Of additional interest is that this pattern of higher mean scores across the 

three schools also held true for students who reported being members of a student group 

as part of their character education program. 

 

 



 

 

80 

Investigation Part II – Seven Survey Items Investigating Character Programs 

Compared to Sense of Belonging Scores 

 

 

Analyses of Character Schools Combined 

 

 

To further answer the second research question (are there elements of a character 

education program that have a significant effect on student sense of belonging), the 

student responses to each of the seven survey items answered by the self-reported group 

members (of the character education program schools) were correlated with their scores 

on the total PSSM and on the four Factors of the PSSM.  The results of this analysis are 

presented in Table 4.12. 

Table 4.12  

Character Schools Combined 

Group Member Responses to Seven Additional Survey Items 

 
Perception 
of Rejection 

Identification 
& 

Participation 
in School 

Perception 
& Fitting in 

Among 
Peers 

Generalized 
Connection 
to Teachers 

Total PSSM 
(Sense-0f-
Belonging) 

How often does 
your group meet 

-.119 .021 .062 .031 .041 

Adult advisor is a 
good model 

-.078 .055 .141 .520** .232 

I am accepted by 
my adult advisor 

.019 .147 .230* .337** .270* 

I am  accepted by 
other students in 
my group 

.306** .316** .245* .419** .353** 

I am able to 
express opinions in 
my group 

.349** .319** .244* .281* .279* 

My group is like a 
family 

.220 .357** .287* .428** .474** 

Groups make my 
school a better 
place 

.269* .474** .373** .558** .541** 

**P<.01; *P<.05 
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 In general, the results presented in Table 4.12 indicate that there are elements 

of a character education program that correlate positively with students reporting higher 

levels of sense of belonging to their school.  In particular, the more students are positive 

about their experiences in their groups, the higher levels of sense of belonging they 

report. More details about the correlations are presented below: 

 Correlations occur with six of the seven survey items:  only the question “How 

often does your group meet?” does not correlate with any of the sense of 

belonging measures; 

 The item “Adult advisor is a good model” did have one statistically significant 

correlation with the factor Generalized Connection to Teachers, but not with the 

total PSSM or any other factor.  

 Acceptance by adult advisors correlates with the total PSSM (p < .01) and with 

three of the factors of the PSSM, although the correlations are not strong; 

 The item “My group is like a family” has statistically significant correlations with 

the total PSSM (p <. 01) and with the factors of Participation in School, fitting in 

Among Peers, and Connection to Teachers 

 The remaining three survey items (“I am accepted by other students in my group,” 

“I am able to express opinions in my group,” and “Groups make my school a 

better place”) all correlate at a statistically significant level to the total PSSM (p < 

.01) and to each of the four factors of the PSSM, with many of these correlations 

being substantial. 

 Overall, the data from Table 4.12 show that students report higher levels of sense 

of belonging a) the more they feel accepted by their adult advisor, b) the more 
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they feel accepted by other students, c) the more they are able to express 

opinions in the group, d) the more they feel the group is like a family, and e) the 

more they feel as if their groups make school a better place. 

 

Analyses of Character Schools Viewed Independently 

 

To continue to investigate the second research question (Are there elements of a 

character education program that have a significant effect on student sense of 

belonging?), each character school was analyzed independently evaluating student 

responses on the seven additional survey items compared to their scores on the total 

PSSM and on the four Factors of the PSSM.  The results of this analysis are presented in 

Table 4.13. 

 

Table 4.13 

Individual Character Schools 

Group Member Responses to the Seven Additional Survey Items 

 
School 3 

 
Perception 
of Rejection 

Identification 
& 

Participation 
in School 

Perception 
& Fitting in 

Among 
Peers 

Generalized 
Connection 
to Teachers 

Total PSSM 
(Sense-0f-
Belonging) 

How often does 
your group meet 

- - - - - 

Adult advisor is a 
good model 

-.055 .173 .231 .406 .193 

I am accepted by 
my adult advisor 

.257 .414* .338 572** .612** 

I am accepted by 
other students in 

my group 
.151 .282 .363 .441* .520** 
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I am able to 
express opinions in 

my group 
.401 .498* .624** .071 .620** 

My group is like a 
family 

 
.457* .665** .613** .529* .772** 

Groups make my 
school a better 

place 
.607** .689** .578** 854** .865** 

 

 

Table 4.13 (continued) 

School 7 

 
Perception 
of Rejection 

Identification 
& 

Participation 
in School 

Perception 
& Fitting in 

Among 
Peers 

Generalized 
Connection 
to Teachers 

Total PSSM 
(Sense-0f-
Belonging) 

How often does 
your group meet 

-.312 -.095 .376* -.236 .078 

Adult Advisor is a 
good model 

.007 .058 .257 .511** .325 

I am accepted by 
my adult advisor 

-.061 .080 .285 .327 .231 

I am accepted by 
other students in 

my group 
.323 .401* .569** .494** .568** 

I am able to 
express opinions in 

my group 
.364* .294 .437* .517** .409* 

My group is like a 
family 

 
-.047 .190 .312 .558** .393* 

Groups make my 
school a better 

place 
-.064 .313 .340 .459* .387 
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Table 4.13 (continued) 

School 9 

 
Perception 
of Rejection 

Identification 
& 

Participation 
in School 

Perception 
& Fitting in 

Among 
Peers 

Generalized 
Connection 
to Teachers 

Total PSSM 
(Sense-0f-
Belonging) 

How often does 
your group meet 

-.092 -.004 -.228 -.034 -.096 

Adult Advisor is a 
good model 

-.145 .102 .180 .614** .235 

I am accepted by 
my adult advisor 

.025 .134 .298 .227 .218 

I am accepted by 
other students in 

my group 
.408* .334 .117 .287 .248 

I am able to 
express opinions in 

my group 
.379 .338 .091 -.003 .057 

My group is like a 
family 

 
.214 .175 .056 .291 .261 

Groups make my 
school a better 

place 
.220 .357 .310 .389 .442* 

**P<.01; *P<.05 

 

A comment is in order about the correlations in Table 4.13. Since many of the students 

did not answers all of the questions, the sample size for many of the correlations in Table 

4.13 is small (response rate in the 10-30 range).  To handle this issue no correlation is 

reported where the sample size is less than 15. As shown in Table 4.13, there are several 

correlations significant in each of the three schools. In general, the pattern of the 

correlations in the individual schools is similar to that shown overall when school scores 

were combined in that the majority of the significant correlations are with the last four 

survey items. What seems most interesting, however, is that there are far more significant 

correlations in Schools 3 and School 7 than in School 9. 
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Investigation Part III - Data Reported from the Character Program  

Principal Questionnaire 

 

 

 

Several Questions were asked of the principals of each participating character 

program school to better understand any differences among the character education 

programs.  The principals’ responses to these questions appear in Table 4.14. 

 

Table 4.14 

Responses to Character Program Principal Questionnaire 

 

 

Of interest is the response from all three principals that all of their students are 

assigned as a member of a group of students that meets regularly to work together as part 

of their character education program.  This response from the principals is of peculiar 

interest because students were also asked in the survey if they were a member of such a 

group. After learning the principals’ response, it would have been expected that all 

School 3 School 7 School 9

Are your students assigned as a 

member of a group? Yes Yes Yes

Does the same teacher advise or 

work with these students? Yes Yes Yes

How frequently do groups meet?

Several times a 

week or cycle Every day

One time each 

week or cycle

Group student configuration

Cross-grade 

groupings

Cross-grade 

groupings

Single-grade 

groupings

Does your school use a common 

moral language? Yes Yes Yes

Most important terms from 

common moral language.

Respect, 

Responsibiltiy, 

Caring,        

Honesty

Respectful, 

Responsible,      

Kind

Prompt, 

Respectful, 

Responsible, 

Cooperative, 

Prepared
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students would have responded “Yes” to the survey item about group membership and 

then moved on to respond to the seven additional items asked of group members.  

However, as was reported earlier in this chapter, only19.1% of students in Schoo3, 44.3% 

of students in School 7, and 22.6% of students in School 9 responded “Yes” to the item “I 

am a member of a group that meets during school to help me to make better choices and 

to help me to develop my character.” 

Another question asked principals about the frequency of students meeting with 

their peer groups and with their adult advisor.  School 3 principal reported “Several times 

a week,” School 7 principal reported “Every day,” and School 9 principal reported “One 

time each week.”  Again of interest, students who did respond on the survey that they 

were a member of a group were asked this same question, but student responses varied 

widely from the actual frequency reported by their principal. 

Principals were asked a question about how the student groups were organized 

concerning student membership.  School 3 and School 7 reported that student groups 

were configured with “Cross-age groupings,” and School 9 reported that student groups 

were configured in “Single-grade groupings.” 

All school principals reported that they have a common moral language that they 

use as part of their character education program.  School 3 reported that they used the 

four core values of Respect, Responsibility, Caring, and Honesty.  School 7 reported that 

they use three core values, expecting students to be Respectful, Responsible, and Kind.  

School 9 reported five core values for students: Prompt, Respectful, Responsible, 

Cooperative, and Prepared. 
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As a follow-up question, principals were asked to explain how their students 

learn the common moral language (core values) of their school.  The School 3 principal 

reported that their school is using rubrics that are student developed.  Their goal is to 

have behaviors associated with the school core values, and have a rubric that measures 

each behavior.  School 7 principal reported that students learn their moral language 

through their advisory group lessons, classroom lessons, guidance department lessons, 

something they call Touchstone, and through morning announcements.  School 9 

principal reported that students learn their school’s common moral language through 

student mentors. 

 

Additional Findings:  Comparing the Ye & Wallace Factor Structure of the PSSM with 

the Factor Structure of the PSSM Revealed in the Present Study 

 

 

 

 Although the factor structure of the PSSM has been investigated in previous 

research, its psychometric properties are still open to investigation.  Ye and Wallace 

(2014) explain that, “analyses support the previous literature in that the PSSM scale 

measures more than one correlated latent trait (see, for example, Cheung & Hui, 2003; 

Hagborg, 1994; You et al., 2011)” (p.212). Ye and Wallace have done significant 

research to determine what they believe is the most appropriate factor structure of the 

PSSM, and, in fact, it was their factor structure that was adopted for the present study’s 

investigation of sense of school belonging (as discussed previously in Chapter 3 of this 

present study explaining the use the Ye and Wallace factor structure for the present 

study).  However, as a part of the present study it was deemed of interest to use the 
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present study’s data to compare the factor structure of the PSSM scale with the 

findings of Ye and Wallace.  As such, a principle-components factor analysis followed by 

a varimax rotation was conducted on the items from the scale. This produced three 

factors with eigenvalues over one. The three factors are presented in Table 4.15. 

While the result of the factor analysis in the present study is not completely clear, 

it is of interest that although Ye and Wallace used a four-factor structure, their research 

revealed three factors in addition to the negatively worded items which they used as the 

fourth factor (Perception of Rejection).  Their work revealed that each of the negatively 

worded items also loaded into one of the other three factors, and as such each of the 

negatively worded items appears in one of the three other factors as well as in the factor 

for Perception of Rejection.  Ye and Wallace also eliminated PSSM 2, PSSM 11, and 

PSSM 15 from their factor structure because of discrepancies they evaluated during their 

research. 

The findings from the present study also reveal a three-factor structure with 

negatively worded items loading into other of the three factors.  All items of the PSSM 

are included in the factor analysis of the present study, including the PSSM 2, PSSM 11, 

and PSSM 15.  Table 4.16 below compares the Ye and Wallace factors with the factors 

revealed in the present study. 
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Table 4.15 

Factor Analysis of the PSSM 

Factor I 

Item from the PSSM Factor Loading 

3. It is hard for people like me to be accepted at my school. -.751 

12. I feel very different from most other students at my school. -.734 

6. Sometimes I feel as if I don’t belong at my school. -.733 

8. People at my school are friendly to me. .554 

18. Other students at my school like me the way I am. .552 

16. I wish I were in a different school. -.497 

 

Factor II: 

Item from the PSSM Factor Loading 

4. Other students in my school take my opinions seriously. .699 

1. People at my notice when I am good at something. .683 

2. I feel like a part of my school. .622 

10. I am included   in lots of activities at my school. .548 

13. I feel very different from most other students at my school. .509 

11. I am treated with as much respect as other students at my 

school. 
.472 
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Table 4.15 (continued) 

Factor III: 

Item from the PSSM Factor Loading 

14. I can really be myself at my school. .756 

5. Most teachers at my school are interested in me. .729 

9. Teachers here are not interested in people like me. -.610 

7. There is at least one teacher or adult I can talk to in my school 
if I have a problem. 

.575 

17. I feel proud to belong to my school. .526 

15. People at my school know that I can do good work. .501 

  

 

Table 4.16 

Comparing Factors of the PSSM:  Ye &Wallace versus Present Study  

 

 

 As a follow-up to the factor analysis, the five schools were compared on the three 

factors revealed in the present study.  Significant differences were found for all three with 

School 7 having the highest mean in all cases. The largest difference was for Factor II 

where School 7 differed most noticeably from the other four schools. 

  

Factor I Ye & Wallace PSSM 3 PSSM 4 PSSM 8 PSSM 13 PSSM 18

Present Study PSSM 3 PSSM 6 PSSM 8 PSSM 12 PSSM 16 PSSM 18

Factor II Ye & Wallace PSSM 1 PSSM 6 PSSM 10 PSSM 12 PSSM 16 PSSM 17

Present Study PSSM 1 PSSM 2 PSSM 4 PSSM 10 PSSM 11 PSSM 13

Factor III Ye & Wallace PSSM 5 PSSM 7 PSSM 9 PSSM 14

Present Study PSSM 5 PSSM 7 PSSM9 PSSM14 PSSM 15 PSSM 17
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    CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

Introduction 

 

The present study investigated the influence of character education programs to 

effect student sense of belonging by using a quasi-experimental design controlling for as 

many extrinsic factors as was practicable.  In an attempt to control for differences in 

character education programs, the treatment schools using a character education program 

were invited to participate and then selected for the study because 1) they were from the 

St. Louis, Missouri, area, 2) they worked in the past with the CharacterPlus Network in 

St. Louis whose mission is to promote character education in schools using best practices, 

and 3) the schools were the recipients of the National School of Character Award which 

indicates they were vetted by the Character Education Partnership in Washington, D.C. 

and found to adhere to the Eleven Principals of Effective Character Education as 

published by the Character Education Partnership (2010).  Control schools were selected 

because these schools were closely matched to the character education schools in terms 

of grade-level configuration, enrollment, socio-economic status, and per-pupil spending.  

However, this type of quasi-experimental design is still quite limited because there are 

still numerous cultural, environmental, and structural factors that can affect students’ 

feelings or perceptions of their sense of belonging to their school community. 
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Comparing Sense of Belonging between Character Program Schools and Non-

Character Program Schools 

 

 

 

From the results of the present study, it appears that a character education 

program is not a significant contributing factor to students’ sense of belonging to their 

school.  Results do not show that schools using a character education program improve 

student sense of belonging to any greater degree than do schools that do not use a 

character education program as measured by students’ total score on the PSSM or on any 

of the factors of the PSSM.  This held true when analyses were done comparing each 

character program school with its matched non-character program school, as well as 

when all participating character-program schools were grouped and compared to the 

group of all non-character program schools. 

Of interest is that when a one-way ANOVA was computed looking at differences 

of sense of belonging on the PSSM among all of the schools, Tukey results do show 

significant differences among the schools.  It appears that schools are clustered into three 

groups:  School 7 has significantly higher sense of belonging scores than do the other 

four schools; School 3 and 4 scores are next highest and are clustered together, and 

School 9 and 10 scores are clustered together and are the lowest group in the study.  In 

fact, it was a character-program school, School 9, whose students reported the lowest 

levels of sense of belonging to their school. 

Likewise, when a five-group MANOVA was computed comparing scores on the 

four factors of the PSSM among the five schools, significant differences were reported 

for Identification and Participation in School and for Fitting in Among Peers.  Again the 
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cluster structure held true with School 7 having the highest level of sense of belonging 

on the two factors, Schools 3 and 4 next, and Schools 9 and 10 clustered last.  Also it was 

School 9 reporting the lowest scores. 

It is of interest to note that the clusters do reflect the matched pairing of schools 

that was used to attempt to control for demographic and economic differences.  It seems 

that it is difficult to find differences concerning student sense of belonging among 

schools without controlling for the many circumstances within each school that can affect 

student perceptions of their school culture and environment. 

In fact, the 2010 study by Cemalcilar may illuminate this observation as his study 

reported that students’ sense of belonging to their school is strongly associated with three 

aspects of a schools’ structural/contextual environment:   1) students’ perceptions of the 

physical environment of the school, 2) perception of safety within the school, and 3) 

availability of resources supporting classroom and school activities.  Of the three 

structural/contextual elements that Cemalcilar reported to significantly contribute to a 

students’ sense-of-belonging, only one of these elements was controlled for in the present 

study – availability of resources supporting classroom and school activities.  One of the 

elements used in the present study to match and pair schools was the school’s annual per-

pupil spending. 

However, as the present study did not control for or attempt to evaluate the two 

other significant structural/contextual elements affecting student sense of belonging as 

reported by Cemalcilar (2010), it is possible that these other significant elements could be 

influencing students’ perceptions of belonging in each of the five schools.  In fact, other 

contextual elements within each school may also be affecting students’ sense of 
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belonging so that using the present study design to evaluate the effectiveness of 

character education programs to improve student sense of belonging by comparing 

character program schools to non-character education-program schools may not be 

effective. 

 

Comparing Sense of Belonging between Character School Group Members and Non-

Group Members 

 

 

 

 As a second part of the present study, elements of the character education 

programs were investigated. Students in each character education school were asked 

whether they were a member of a group (as part of their character education program) 

that met during school to help them to make better choices and to help them to develop 

their character.  If students responded affirmatively, then they were asked to respond to 

seven additional items on the character education school survey. However, before 

discussing the results of these additional survey items for character program students, a 

note of explanation is in order. 

 From the brief survey completed by each principal of each character education 

school, it appears that all three character program schools do assign all of their students to 

be a member of a group of students who meet regularly to work on components of their 

character education programs (character education/advisory groups). This was a peculiar 

revelation because only 26.5% of all the students in the character program schools 

reported being a member of a character education group. 
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 To understand why only 26.5% of students responded as they did, a follow-up 

telephone call was made to school personnel.  It appears that although all three character 

schools do assign students to groups, each school also has other smaller groups of 

students who assume leadership responsibilities as part of their character education 

program.  As a consequence, when students were responding to this survey item, some 

students may have responded based on being a member of their general character-

education group, and some students may have responded based on whether they were or 

were not members of one of these smaller leadership groups.  

 School 3 does assign all students to a multi-grade character education/advisory 

group that meets twice a week to accomplish their character education activities; 

however, school personnel explained that there are also two other smaller groupings of 

students that contribute to their character education program.  One of these groups is 

comprised of approximately 24 students who are each a leader from their character 

education/advisory group.  These students help to present the character education lessons 

to their peers.  Another group of approximately 18 students, comprised of students from 

sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, help with other types of leadership activities around the 

school.  Students from this group act as greeters for new students, work with teachers to 

make presentations to other students about important topics such as bullying prevention, 

and perform other service activities for the school. 

 When I asked the principal of this school why only 19.1 % of students reported 

being members of a character education group, his comment was that perhaps students 

were so accustomed to their character education/advisory groups that they do not look at 
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these as special groups.  He explained that, “the students see it as just what we do in 

our school.” 

 For School 7 where 44.3% of students reported being a member of a group, the 

follow-up phone call to the school helped to explain why not all students reported being a 

member of a group when all are assigned to a character education/advisory group.  

According to school personnel, at this school there are three other types of groups that 

students could have been considering when responding to the group membership item in 

the survey. 

There is a character education class that all students must schedule during their 

time in the middle school with most students taking this class in seventh grade.  There is 

also a character council class with approximately 21 students who represent each one of 

the character education/advisory groups.  This group of students assists with the character 

education lesson presentations, helps to promote community within the school, and 

performs other community service activities.  Additionally there is a third group called 

the character and leadership group that is comprised of approximately 26 students who 

help with the planning of special activities and perform other student leadership 

throughout the school.  

For School 9 all students are assigned to a character education/advisory group 

which meets one time each week; however, only 22.6% of students reported being a 

member of a character education group.  The principal explained that their school also 

has a smaller group of students who act as peer mentors and meet twice a week with two 

teachers who work with the students to develop topics and plan the weekly character 

education lessons and activities. These students then help to teach the weekly character 
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lesson and lead the discussions with their own character education/advisory groups.  

So in School 9, students may have responded to the survey item about character 

education group membership by considering the peer mentor group that helps to lead the 

character education lessons. 

 Although structural circumstances of each school’s character education program 

did influence students’ responses to the survey item about reporting character-group 

membership, students who did respond as group members led to an interesting addition to 

the study.  As the study was measuring student perceptions, it was of value to use 

student’s perceptions of group membership to further the analysis by comparing sense of 

belonging scores for students who did recognize a significant connection to a group to 

those who did not feel a significant connection to a group.  The results of the two-group 

MANOVA revealed students who reported being group members had significantly higher 

sense of belonging scores than did the non-group members on the total score of the 

PSSM and on three of the four factors of the PSSM:  Identification and Participation in 

School, Fitting in Among Peers, and General Connection to Teachers. 

It is these three factors of the PSSM that help to explain the higher levels of sense 

of belonging for students who self-reported group membership.  Concerning the factor of 

Identification and Participation in School, it would appear that students who scored at a 

significant level on this factor may be members of one of the smaller leadership groups 

within their school.  Consequently, students who participate in a special group would 

likely feel higher levels of identification and participation in school which is consistent 

with the results of the study by Brown and McIntire (1996) that reported students who 

feel a part of something special will have a greater sense of belonging. 
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And yet, as we do not know that it was only the student leaders who self-

reported for group membership; it could be that students who self-reported for group 

membership truly identified with their character education/advisory groups, and this may 

explain their reporting higher levels of Identification and Participation in School on the 

PSSM.  This result supports Baumeister’s and Leary’s (1995) finding that students who 

feel that they belong and are connected to their school will feel that they are valued 

members of the school community and that they are part of something larger than 

themselves.  Indeed, these results also support the findings of Benard (1996) that students 

who have opportunities for meaningful participation will have more positive outcomes in 

their school experience. 

These self-perceived group members also reported higher levels of Fitting in 

Among Peers.  This may be explained by many of the purposes of the smaller leadership 

groups within the school; students in these groups did choose opportunities for more 

interaction with peers.  Special groups within the schools performed activities such as 

leading character-education lessons and discussions for their peers, showing new students 

around their school, organizing special events in the school for their peers, and helping to 

plan character education activities with their peers for others of their peers.  These are all 

likely activities that were connected to increasing a student’s feelings of fitting in with 

their peers and promoting a sense of belonging to their school community. 

This is consistent with the study by Georgiady and Romeno (1988) who posited 

that middle schools should provide students with social experiences and opportunities to 

relate to their community in order to promote their social and emotional development 

which will lead to greater levels of belonging.  In addition, the findings agree with the 
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results of Cemalcilar (2010) that students who have satisfaction with their social 

relationships have stronger levels of sense-of-belonging.  Indeed, these students who 

were willing to lead group discussions, to organize school activities, and who were 

willing to step forward to help other students reported significant levels of sense of 

belonging.  This accords with McGannon and Kollman (2002), who reported that middle 

school students who have more developed social skills will have greater levels of sense of 

belonging.   

Likewise, group members also reported that they had higher levels of Generalized 

Connection to Teachers than other students who did not report group membership.  This 

higher level of connection may be explained for some group members because they did 

work closely with teachers to plan and implement character program activities. For those 

other students, they likely experienced a positive relationship with their character 

education/advisory group teacher which corroborates the findings of Goodenow and 

Grady (1993) that a student’s level of sense of belonging will be reflected by the level 

that students feel “accepted, respected, … and supported by others, especially teachers 

and other adults in the school social environment (pp..60-61).  These findings also 

support the 2010 report by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (School 

Connected: Strategies for Increasing Protective Factors Among Youth).  The report listed 

four elements that are closely related to school connectedness – 1) adult support, 2) 

belonging to a positive peer group, 3) commitment to education, and 4) the school 

environment – and the results of the present study do corroborate that two of these 

elements do correlate to school connection/sense-of-belonging:  1) adult support and      

2) membership in a positive peer group. 
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So it seems that although the results of the present study do not show that 

implementing a character education program alone will necessarily improve student sense 

of belonging, the present study does show that organizing a character education program 

that utilizes some form of groups as part of the program will positively affect sense of 

belonging for those students who truly perceive that they are members of a group. 

It is of interest that when comparing reported group membership versus non-

group membership among the three character education schools, the trajectory of the 

sense of belonging scores (see Figure 1) was significantly steeper (there was a greater 

difference between group member scores and non-group member scores) in School 3 and 

School 9 than for School 7.  In other words, group membership made a real difference in 

students’ sense of belonging for School 3 and School 9, whereas, group membership for 

School 7 made only a small difference.  It appears that School 7 scores for sense of 

belonging were much higher for all students than for Schools 3 and 9, and group 

membership only slightly increased student sense of belonging.  In fact, the mean sense 

of belonging score for all students in School 7 was still higher than the mean score for 

group members in both School 3 and School 9. 

Again, it appears that although results of the study show that group membership is 

positively associated with students’ feelings of sense of belonging, there are other 

structural and contextual features of each school’s environment that are influencing 

students sense of belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010; Tillary, Varjas, Roach, Kupermine, & 

Meyers, 2013).  So as schools may look to improve student sense of belonging by 

implementing character education programs that organize students into groups as part of 

their program design, they must realize that this design feature alone may or may not 
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contribute to group members having a dramatic increase in their sense of belonging.  

Schools must consider all of the cultural and environmental factors as well as situational 

and contextual elements in the school.  Tillary et al. (2013) reported, “researchers have 

demonstrated that student’ sense of school belonging can be influenced by individual 

characteristics (e.g. gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status) as well as structural and 

contextual factors including school organizational practices, discipline codes, peer 

relationships, and student teacher interactions (Hawkins & Catalano, 1990; Osterman, 

2000; Uwah, McMahon, & Furlow, 2008)” (p. 135). 

 

Analysis of Elements That May Affect Sense of Belonging  

for Character School Group Members 

 

 

 

Frequency of Group Meetings 

 

 Principals of each school reported the frequency of students’ meeting times with 

their adult advisors and their assigned character education groups.  The results of the 

study show that students’ perceptions of group membership were clouded because each 

school had additional sub-groups that involved smaller percentages of students.  This 

confusion with full-school groups and smaller sub-groups was evidenced in the students’ 

reporting on the frequency of group meetings.  Student responses were extremely varied, 

and, as such, no significant correlations occurred between students’ sense of belonging 

and their reported frequency of group meetings.  Nevertheless, if we use the reports of 

each principal concerning the frequency of the whole-school assigned group meetings, 
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we can see some differences.  For School 9 character advisory groups meet one time 

each week.  School 3 groups meet twice a week, and School 7 groups meet daily. 

 As earlier discussed, when all participating schools’ scores on the sense of 

belonging measure were compared, there were significant differences found among the 

schools.  Again, School 7 scores were significantly higher than the other schools with 

Schools 3 and 4 scores clustered next, and Schools 9 and 10 scores clustered last. 

When considering these clusters of scores while comparing frequency of meeting 

times for school-assigned character education groups, it does appear that frequency of 

meeting is a possible contributing factor to sense of belonging scores.  School 7 had 

groups meeting most frequently (daily meetings), and this school had the highest sense of 

belonging scores.  School 3 scores were next, and their assigned character education 

groups met twice a week, and School 9 scores were lowest with their groups meeting one 

time each week.  Again, this observation would support the conclusions of Cemalcilar 

(2010) and Tillary et al., (2013) that not only relationships, but also the 

structural/contextual environment of a school does influence students’ sense of 

belonging. 

 

The Effect of Developing Adult Relationships in a Character Education Program to 

Improve Student Sense of Belonging 

 

 

 The present study further evaluated whether character-group members’ 

perceptions of adult relationships did have an effect on their perception of sense of 

belonging (through two additional survey items:  My adult advisor is a good model, and I 
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am accepted by my adult advisor).  Significant results were reported.  Students who 

responded more positively that they felt accepted by their adult group advisors reported 

higher levels of sense of belonging as measured by the total score of the PSSM, and even 

more significant levels on the PSSM factor of Generalized Connection to Teachers.  In 

addition, students who felt that their adult advisor was a good model reported higher 

levels on the PSSM factor for Connection to Teachers.  These results are consistent with 

the literature that relationships with others in the school, especially adults, have a strong 

positive effect on student sense of belonging to their school (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005: 

Juvonen, 2007, Meloro, 2006;  Resnick, et al., 1997; Schaps, 2003; Tillary et al., 2013), 

and as students feel supported and accepted by teachers, they have higher levels of sense-

of-belonging (Benard, 1996; Cohen, 2014; Ryan & Patrick, 2001; School Connectedness: 

Strategies for Increasing Protective Factors among Youth: Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2010; Sparapani & Opalewski, 1989). 

 

The Effect of Developing Opportunities for Peer Relationships as Part of a Character 

Education Program to Improve Student Sense of Belonging 

 

 

 

 In terms of peer relationships, group members who felt accepted by their peers 

and felt free to express their opinions in their groups reported significantly higher levels 

of sense of belonging on the total score of the PSSM and on each of the four factors as 

well.  It appears that the more students feel accepted by their peers (as supported by the 

work of Cemalcilar, 2010; Urciuoli, 2007) and feel able to voice an opinion to peers (as 

supported by the work of Lickona, 2004; Meloro, 2006) the more they reported lower 
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feelings of rejection, and higher levels of participation in school, felt that they did fit 

in among peers, and had better connections or relationships with their teachers.  These 

results support the literature that reports peer acceptance is a powerful factor to improve 

student sense of belonging especially among middle school students. 

 As peer acceptance is a powerful factor especially among middle school students, 

for those schools that are implementing a character education program, it appears a group 

component can be a significant way to encourage peer-to-peer acceptance (Anderman, L. 

H., 2003; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Cafo & Somuncuo, 2000; Cemacilar, 2010; 

Goodenow, 1993; Lickona, 2004;  Meloro, 2006; Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000; School 

Connectedness: Strategies for Increasing Protective Factors among Youth: Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention. 2010 Urciuoli, 2007).  

 

Students’ Perception of the Generalized Effectiveness of Character Education Groups to 

Affect Student Sense of Belonging 

 

 

In terms of students’ perceptions of the generalized effectiveness of the character-

education group to which they belonged, results of the study show that students who felt 

that they were part of an effective group reported significantly higher levels of sense of 

belonging as evidenced by the correlations of their sense of belonging scores to their 

responses to the items 1) My group is like a family, and 2) Groups make my school a 

better place.  Students who felt that their group was like a family reported significant 

levels of sense of belonging on the total PSSM and on the factors of Participation in 

School, Fitting in among Peers, and Connection to Teachers (which is consistent with the 
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work of Berkowitz & Bier,2005, Cafo & Somuncuo, 2000, Lickona, 2004; and 

Schaps, 2003, 2009).  Likewise, students who felt that their character education groups 

helped to make their school a better place reported significant levels of sense of 

belonging on the total PSSM and on the factors of Participation in School, Fitting in 

among Peers, and Connection to Teachers. 

So it appears that if a school is implementing a character education program, 

when students perceive that they are part of an effective group (even if these are 

specialized groups that may not involve all students in the school), this perception is 

significantly connected to students experiencing higher levels of belonging to their 

school.   

 

Discussion Concerning Cross-Grade Groups or Singe-Grade Groups 

to Improve Student Sense of Belonging 

 

 

 Making generalizations from the present data about the effectiveness of cross-

grade or single-grade school-wide character education/advisory groups to affect student 

sense of belonging is somewhat speculative based on the few schools involved in the 

study.  Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that, as discussed earlier, when comparing 

the student sense of belonging scores of all participating character-program schools, there 

were significant differences found among the schools.  Again, School 7 scores were 

significantly higher than the other schools with Schools 3 scores (and scores of its 

matched non-character program school) clustered next, and Schools 9 scores (and scores 

of its matched non-character program school) clustered last. 
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When considering these clusters of scores while comparing cross-grade and 

single-grade groupings of character education groups, it does appear that cross-grade 

groupings could be a possible contributing factor to sense of belonging scores.  School 7 

uses cross-grade grouping and this school had the highest sense of belonging scores.  

School 3 scores were next, and this school also uses cross-grade groupings.  However, 

School 9 uses single-grade grouping, and this school’s scores were lowest among the 

study schools.  Again, this observation would support the conclusions of Cemalcilar 

(2010) that not only relationships, but also the structural/contextual environment of a 

school, can influence students’ sense of belonging.  It is also supported by the studies of 

Kester (1994), Wainwright (1983), and Welkowitz et al. (2000) that showed multi-aged 

grouping does have a positive effect on student sense of belonging. 

 

Discussion of Responses to Character Program Principal Questionnaire 

 

 

Several responses from the principal questionnaires have been incorporated in the 

above discussions (items concerning student group membership, frequency of school-

wide group meetings, and grade-levels represented in the school-wide student groups).  

The remaining responses from the principals indicate that all character-program schools 

are using best practices as part of their character-education programs as would be 

expected from schools that have been recognized as a National School of Character (The 

Character Education Partnership, 2010):  all schools do have a consistently assigned 

teacher to advise the character groups to which all students are assigned, and all schools 

do report using a common moral language within the school to express the important 
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concepts of their character-education programs (Cafo & Somuncuo, 2000; Gauld, 

1993; Lickona, 1991). 

Concerning the schools’ use of a common moral language, it is not surprising that 

all three schools include the terms Respect and Responsibility as part of their common 

moral language.  These are concepts that are included in most character development 

programs, and these terms have been especially promoted by Thomas Lickona in his 

1991 text Educating for Character: How Our Schools Can Teach Respect and 

Responsibility as well as through his work with the Institute for the 4th and 5th Rs 

(Respect and Responsibility). 

However, there are differences in the additional character concepts emphasized in 

the schools.  Of interest is that the additional common language of Schools 3 and 7 is 

more directed to moral character development with the terms such as Caring and Honesty 

for School 3, and Kindness for School 7.  School 9’s additional common language is 

directed more toward performance character with additional terms such as Prompt, 

Cooperative, and Prepared.  ).  Of interest is that present discussions in the field of 

character education encourage the inclusion of a common language and school-wide 

practices that include both emphasis on moral and performance character (Berkowitz, 

2011b, Davidson, 2014, Lickona & Davidson, 2005; Seider, Novick, & Gomez, 2013). 

Again, although it is not practicable from the present study to generalize the 

findings concerning sense of belonging and its relationship to moral or performance 

character, it is of interest to note that the two schools whose common language has more 

emphasis on moral character had higher sense of belonging scores than did the school 

whose common language had a greater emphasis on performance character. 
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Group-Member Responses to Additional Survey Items Analyzed 

for Each Character School Independently 

 

 

 

 Data from each character program school were also analyzed 

independently concerning student group-member responses from the additional survey 

items investigating adult relationships, peer relationships, and general group 

effectiveness. Each of these items was compared to group-members sense-of-belonging 

scores.  The strength of these conclusions in not as strong, especially with the smaller 

number of students from each school responding to each item.  Nevertheless, it is 

interesting to note that although School 9 had few significant correlations between sense 

of belonging and the additional survey items, School 3 and School 7 did have many 

significant correlations between sense of belonging and the additional survey items 

concerning adult connections, peer connections, and general group effectiveness. 

 

Perceptions of Sense of Belonging with Group Effectiveness 

for Each Character Program School 

 

 

School 9 group members who reported that their character education groups did 

make their school a better place did have higher levels of sense of belonging on the full 

PSSM.  School 7 students’ perception that groups make their school a better place was 

highly correlated to their connection to teachers, but not to other factors.  Also, those 

students in School 7 who felt that their school was like a family did have significantly 

higher sense of belonging scores on the total PSSM.  Interestingly School 3 students who 
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reported that their group was effective by perceiving that their group was both like a 

family and that their group made their school a better place were highly correlated to the 

total score on the PSSM and to each one of the four factors of the PSSM. 

These results would appear to explain that when students feel part of an effective 

group, whether through feeling that their group was like a family or feeling that their 

group made the school a better place, they do have greater levels of sense-of-belonging 

(Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Cafo & Somuncuo, 2000; Schaps, 2003, 2009). 

 

Perceptions of Sense of Belonging with Peer Acceptance 

for Each Character Program School 

 

 

Concerning students’ perceptions that they were accepted by other students and 

that they could express their opinions in their group, School 3 and School 7 had high 

correlations to sense of belonging (on the full PSSM), but that was not the case with 

School 9 where no correlations were found. Consequently, two schools do show that 

acceptance by peers and feeling comfortable to express opinions in the group does 

improve sense of belonging again as supported by the work of L. H. Anderman, 2003; 

Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Cafo & Somuncuo, 2000; Cemacilar, 2010; Goodenow, 1993; 

Lickona, 2004; Meloro, 2006; Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000; School Connectedness: 

Strategies for Increasing Protective Factors among Youth: Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2010; Urciuoli, 2007), but this was not the case for School 9. 

 

 



 

 

110 

Perceptions of Sense of Belonging with Teacher Acceptance  

for Each Character Program School 

 

 

Results of correlating individual schools’ sense of belonging to the additional 

survey item concerning the adult advisors being a good model revealed that only the 

sense of belonging sub-score (factor) for Generalized Connection to Teachers correlated 

highly for students in School 7 and School 9 who reported that their adult advisor was a 

good model. School 3 had no significant correlations with this item concerning their 

advisor being a good model. 

For the item concerning being accepted by the adult advisor, School 3 did have a 

significant correlation on the full PSSM and on the sub-scale for Generalized Connection 

to Teachers. School 7 and School 9 had no significant correlations on this item. 

Again, because of the small number of students from each school responding to 

each item of this section of the survey, it is not as practical to use the individual results 

from each school to draw generalizations for other schools.  However, these results could 

be quite valuable to help each school to evaluate and improve its own character education 

program. 

 

Discussion of Additional Findings Concerning the Factor Structure of the PSSM 

 

As an additional finding of the research, the factor structure of the PSSM was also 

evaluated.  Because the four-factor structure as researched by Ye and Wallace (2014) was 

used as part of this study, it was of interest to report on the factors of the PSSM that were 
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revealed through the students’ responses in the present study.  The study by Ye and 

Wallace used the negatively worded items, that they referred to as Perception of 

Rejection, as the fourth factor, and as the negatively worded items were also embedded in 

the other three factors, Ye and Wallace actually analyzed their factor structure based on 

these three other factors. Of interest, is that the factor analysis of the present study also 

revealed three factors with some similarities to those of Ye and Wallace. 

Factor I of the present study including three items from the Ye & Wallace factor 

on Fitting in Among Peers.  Peculiarly, four of the five negatively worded items of the 

PSSM loaded on this factor, and when considering the essence of the items, these seem to 

tap into a student’s feelings of a school atmosphere that they could see as being accepting 

or rejecting of them by others. 

Factor II of the present study had no negatively worded items and had only two 

items that were similar to the Ye and Wallace factor of Identification and Participation in 

School.  When considering the essence of these items that factored together in the present 

study, it appears that this Factor II is tapping into a student’s feelings of being noticed by 

others or being taken seriously by others in the school. 

Factor III of the present study tapped directly into the Ye and Wallace factor on 

Generalized Connection to Teachers.  This Ye and Wallace factor had only four items in 

it, and the present study’s factor analysis included all four of these factors (PSSM 5, 

PSSM 7, PSSM 9, and PSSM 14).  The present study had two additional items included 

with this factor, but one of these, item PSSM 15 was one of the items Ye and Wallace 

discarded when creating their factor structure.  The additional item in the present Factor 

III was PSSM. 17, “I feel proud to belong to my school.” So it appears that Factor III of 
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the present study, as with the Ye and Wallace factor, is tapping into a student’s 

feelings about their relationships or connections to their teachers. 

Of interest is that when the five schools in the present study were compared on 

the three factors revealed in this study, School 7 continued to have the highest mean score 

as it had on each of the Ye and Wallace factors.  The fact that School 7 had the highest 

mean on both the present study’s Factor II (a student’s feelings of being noticed by others 

or taken seriously by others in the school) and the Ye and Wallace factor for 

Identification  and Participation in School, the factor that is most closely related to the 

present study’s Factor II, does agree with the literature that the PSSM scale does measure 

“more than one correlated latent trait (see, for example, Cheung & Hui, 2003; Hagborg, 

1994; You et al., 2011)” (Ye & Wallace, 2014, p.212). 

 

Summary 

 

 Although the first component of the study did not provide evidence that schools 

using a character education program help students to have higher levels of sense of 

belonging than matched non-character program schools, the second part of the study did 

show that there are elements of character education programs that can help to improve 

student sense of school belonging.  The findings of the present study are summarized 

below by addressing each of the statements that guided the present research: 

1) The school will purposefully schedule students to be part of an advisory-group 

or peer-group. (Benard, 1996; Berkowitz & Bier, 2004 & 2005; Gauld, 1993; 

Lickona, 2004; Meloro, 2006). 
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All character program schools did assign all students in the school to be part 

of a character-education/advisory group; however, student understanding of their 

involvement in these groups was mixed with only 26.5% of students actually 

understanding to report that they were a member of such a group.  Several circumstances 

could explain this confusion including the additional sub-groups that did occur in each 

school.  Nevertheless, the data do show that students who identify as a group member do 

show significantly higher levels of sense of belonging than those students who did not 

report group membership.  Consequently, it would be beneficial for school personnel to 

emphasize and reinforce the importance of each student being a member of a group as 

well as reinforce the value of their participation and contribution to the group. 

 

2)  The school will purposefully schedule time for students to engage in organized 

discussions or activities to promote thinking about positive traits of character 

(Benard, 1996; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Gauld, 1993: Lickona, 2004; 

Urcinoli, 2007). 

 

All character-program schools did purposefully schedule time for groups to meet 

and for students to be engaged in organized discussions and activities to help develop 

character.  However, the frequency of meetings varied for each school.  Of interest is that 

students in the school with the most frequent meeting times did report the highest level of 

sense of belonging, and the school with the least frequent meeting times reported the 

lowest level of sense of belonging.  Also of interest is the finding showing that the more 

students feel accepted by their peers in their groups and the more they feel able to voice 

an opinion to their peers in the group, the more they reported significantly higher sense of 

belonging, and (as evidenced from their scores on the factors of the PSSM) lower 
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feelings of rejection, higher levels of participation in school, felt that they did fit in 

among peers, and had better connections or relationships with their teachers. 

 

3) Students will have opportunities to develop closer relationships with a 

significant adult who works with the students during these character activities 

(Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Meloro, 2006) and whom students feel model the 

expectations that they have for their students (Berkowitz & Bier, 2004 & 

2005; Ryan & Bohlin, 2001. 

 

 To evaluate whether students would have opportunities for closer relationships 

with their adult advisor, and then to determine if they felt that their advisor was a good 

model of character for them, students were asked to respond to additional survey items 

that asked them to evaluate their level of feeling that their adult advisor of their group 

was a good model and their feeling that the adult advisor accepted them.  When 

combining student responses from all of the character program schools, there was no 

connection between sense of belonging and feeling that their adult advisor was a good 

model; however, there was a weak connection that students who felt more acceptance by 

their adult advisor did have higher levels of sense of belonging. 

4)   Students and teachers who work together on character activities will develop a 

“sense of family” among that group (Bier & Berkowitz, 2005; Cafo & 

Somuncuo, 2000; Enders, personal communication, April, 2004; Lickona, 

2004; Schaps, 2003). 

 

 Considering whether students would develop a sense-of-family as a result of 

working in their groups, responding students who reported that their group felt like a 

family did report significantly higher levels of sense of belonging. 

5)   There will be a common moral language present in the school (Cafo & 

Somuncuo, 2000; Gauld, 1993). 
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The principal survey did reveal that each of the three character-program 

schools did use a school-wide common character education language.  All three schools 

included the words respect and responsibility as part of their school’s common language.  

It is of interest that the two schools whose additional language focused on moral 

character with terms such as caring, honesty, and kindness did have higher levels of 

student sense of belonging than the school whose additional words - prompt, cooperative, 

prepared- focused on performance character.  Although the small sample suggests 

prudence with generalization, and as the research shows that both moral character and 

performance character are necessary for an effective program of character education 

(Davidson, 2014), the observation from the present study may show that higher levels of 

student sense of belonging may be developed in students as they grapple with the 

character issues that fall under the umbrella of moral character.  

6) The character program will be perceived to be instrumental in creating a 

positive climate and culture within the school (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Cafo 

& Somuncuo, 2000; Gauld, 1993: Lickona, 2004; Marshall et al. 2003). 

 

Students who perceived that their character education groups made their school a 

better place (whether students reported group membership because of being part of their 

character education/advisory groups or whether they reported group membership because 

of their involvement in one of the sub-groups in their school), reported significantly 

higher sense of belonging scores, not only on the total score of the PSSM, but also on all 

four of the factors of the PSSM.  So it appears that as students perceive the value of their 

school groups, and that their groups are effective at improving the culture and climate of 

the school, they will have higher levels of sense of belonging to their school. 
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Limitations of the Present Study and Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Because of the many contextual, structural, cultural, and community variations 

among different schools (Cemalcilar, 2010), it is difficult to compare the effect of 

character education program schools versus non-character program schools to influence 

student sense of belonging.  The present study tried to control for some of those structural 

and contextual differences by matching character program schools with non-character 

program schools as closely as possible among those schools available and willing to 

participate in the study; however, because it was possible to control only somewhat for a 

few of the structural differences (school size, grade-level configuration) and some 

contextual differences (socio-economic status, ethnicity, per-pupil spending), there were 

still potentially many other structural and contextual differences that were unknown.  In 

addition, schools also have many unique differences including school climates and 

cultures, and even social, political, and school policy differences that derive from the 

larger community in which the school exists.  Consequently, it is difficult to use a 

comparison model to measure differences between schools without being able to control 

for the multiple differences that naturally occur among schools.  Perhaps if the sample 

size were large enough, for example collecting data as part of the state department of 

education state-wide annual testing to compare character education and student sense of 

belonging,  the large sample size may help to reduce the effects of the many individual 

differences among schools.  

In addition to considering the limitations of the present model, it was also difficult 

to recruit schools to participate in the study.  Eventually after nine months, I was able to 
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have three character and three non-character schools agree to participate, but of those 

six, only four schools were able to create two matched pairs. One character school and 

one non-character school did not have a matched school willing to participate. 

It is difficult to recruit schools to participate in a study that requires use of student 

time because of the difficulty to change or coordinate student schedules or school 

programs to allow them to participate.  Today’s schools have so many demands placed on 

them that participating school personnel must be willing to make the considerable extra 

effort to arrange for student participation.  In fact, one school principal who declined 

participation explained that because of the many demands on her students and staff, she 

saw her decision to not participate from a perspective of professional ethics:  she could 

not justify taking her students’ or staffs’ time away from their responsibilities to 

participate in research that did not have a direct effect for her students. 

In order to somewhat address this type of thinking, and as a small token of thanks 

for those schools who did agree to participate, the IRB-approved research design did 

include that I would share with each school the results of their students’ responses to the 

PSSM survey.  By doing this, school personnel could review and use, if they wished, to 

evaluate their present programming in light of their students’ perceptions of sense of 

school belonging.  I also made a donation of $100 (an insignificant sum for today’s 

schools) to each middle school as a token of gratitude for their participation. 

Another limitation, or at least an issue, with the study occurred while collecting 

data concerning student group membership.  The design had students first take the survey 

before a follow-up survey was given to principals to clarify information about the 

character program in their school.  One of the survey items required students to respond 
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“Yes” or “No” to indicate whether or not they participated in a group in their school 

that helped them to work on activities to make better choices and to develop their 

character.  Only 26.5 % of the character education program students reported being a 

member of such a group.  However, with the follow-up survey to principals, they 

reported that all students in all three character-program schools were assigned to be part 

of a character-education/advisory group.  Explanations for this discrepancy were 

discussed earlier in this paper, but it would appear that perhaps the wording of the survey 

item caused confusion, or perhaps the contextual and structural issue of the school – the 

existence of multiple sub-groups that were part of each schools’ character-education 

program – caused students to be confused about how to respond to that survey item.  For 

future studies desiring to collect data about school-wide character-education/advisory 

group membership, it may be prudent to collect information from school personnel about 

whole-school groups and sub-groups rather than asking students to self-report this type of 

information. 

In addition, it may be valuable for future studies to collect data to connect each 

student to the specific character education/advisory group or sub-group of which he or 

she is a member. The study by Seider, Novick, and Gomez (2013) reported that the most 

positive indicator of student sense of belonging was the specific advisory group in which 

the student was a member.  As each group may have its own dynamics and differences 

which may encourage or detract from students’ sense of belonging, having data 

connecting the student to his or her specific group could provide further insights into 

those elements that promote increased levels of student sense of belonging.  



 

 

119 

Another limitation of this study is that it is a correlational study that provides 

information about correlational relationships and not causal relationships.  Although the 

study, as designed, does show increased student sense of school belonging as reported for 

character education group membership, student satisfaction with adult connections and 

peer connections, and student satisfaction with effective character program groups, these 

are correlational relationships and not causal relationships.  It may be that a reciprocal 

connection is occurring so that, for example, higher levels of student sense of belonging 

could be causing students to have better connections with their teachers and with their 

peers, or perhaps better connections to their teachers and peers is causing higher levels of 

sense of belonging.  The reciprocal nature of some correlational studies must be 

considered (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). 

Also when a study measures attitudes, conclusions are at best inferential (Was et 

al., 2006).  When measuring attitudes, it would be better to have a study design that 

would measure those attitudes prior to an educational intervention as well as after that 

intervention.  This is not always possible with some types of education research.  For 

example, measuring differences in student sense of belonging or other attitudinal changes 

before a program intervention and after an intervention would require a great deal of 

work to recruit schools to participate.  Researchers would have to find those schools 

ready to begin a character education program or recruit schools that would be willing to 

implement a character education program.  It is not impossible, but circumstance would 

need to work to the advantage of the researcher to help with such a pre-intervention/post-

intervention design. 
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Perhaps future studies to investigate the effect of student sense of school 

belonging with character education could include a measure of school climate such as the 

Character in Action Survey (CiAS) by Davidson and Khmelkov (as cited in Schneider & 

Duran, 2010).  By measuring student perspectives of the elements of their school climate 

and specific elements of their character education program, as well as perspectives of 

faculty and staff of the school, the researchers may be better able to control for more of 

those structural, contextual, and cultural differences that are known to affect student 

sense of school belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010). 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The first part of the present study did not show differences for student sense of 

belonging between character education schools and non-character education schools.  

Nevertheless, many educators, parents, and even students involved with character 

education programs intuitively feel that character education in schools, and the group 

structure within a whole-school character education program in particular, does help to 

develop a student’s sense of belonging to the school community by promoting positive 

school cultures, positive relationships among students, and positive relationships between 

students and teachers.  Nevertheless, the results from the second part of the present study 

do corroborate these feelings with the results showing that groups do make a difference to 

improve student sense of belonging.  In addition the results of the present study do show 

that the more students do feel connected to their peers, feel connected to their group 

advisors, and feel that their character education group is effective, the more they report 
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higher levels of sense of belonging to their school. And as more studies continue to 

demonstrate an empirical connection between school-wide character education programs 

and sense of belonging, and as educators learn more about the activities and structures 

within schools that do create feelings of connectedness and belonging among students, 

the more schools will have the information to create school communities in which 

students thrive socially, emotionally, and intellectually. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

TABLE A.1 

CHARACTER SCHOOLS AND CLOSEST COMPARABLE SCHOOLS  

INVITED TO PARTICIPATE:  DEMOGRAPHIC, FINANCIAL,  

AND OTHER SELECTION DATA 
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2014 Char Prog School 1A 7 8 0 234 247 481 39.1 92.7 2.5 1.7 1.9 0 $9,250.09

2014 Char Prog School 1B 7 8 0 229 252 481 37.6 94.4 0.8 1.5 1.2 0.4 9,250.09$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 2A 7 8 0 296 306 602 38.5 94.2 1.2 2 1.5 0.2 $9,903.09

2014 Non-char Prog School 2B 7 8 0 268 273 541 34.4 95.6 0.9 1.7 0.2 0.9 8,569.94$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 2C 7 8 0 269 271 540 20.6 96.5 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.2 9,250.09$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 2D 7 8 0 224 224 448 38.9 92.2 4 0.7 1.6 0.4 7,395.47$        

2014 Char Prog School 11A 6 8 285 278 286 849 10.5 83.2 10.7 1.9 2.8 0 $10,713.06

2014 Non-char Prog School 12A 6 8 260 253 282 795 22.5 83.6 9.4 2.6 3.3 0 10,713.06$      

2014 Non-char Prog School 12B 6 8 257 213 284 754 9.2 83 9.3 2.8 3.8 0.3 9,645.66$        

2014 Char Prog School 7 6 8 123 120 117 360 69.3 68.6 13.9 1.7 13.3 0.3 7,919.99$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 8 6 8 136 115 100 351 72.7 96.3 0.6 2 0.6 0 7,815.79$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 8B 6 8 107 121 119 347 53.4 84.4 6.9 6.3 0.6 0 8,722.97$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 8C 6 8 115 103 120 338 51.9 84.3 6.5 2.7 1.5 0 8,626.88$        

2014 Char Prog School 5 6 8 215 222 243 680 27 84.4 5.9 3.5 3.2 0.3 8,612.93$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 6 6 8 209 236 235 680 24.3 82.5 6.5 6.5 1.6 0.9 9,408.38$        

2014 Char Prog School 9 6 8 196 194 210 600 48.4 77 11 5 4.3 0.5 8,612.93$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 10 6 8 187 194 200 581 42.1 92.1 1.5 3.1 0.3 1.4 8,670.45$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 10B 6 8 210 181 184 575 47.2 92 2.1 3 1 0 9,320.39$        

2014 Char Prog School 3 6 8 219 237 201 657 20.4 88.9 3.2 2.6 2.3 0.2 9,510.64$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 4B 6 8 223 205 216 644 15.1 84.2 10.2 1.2 3.1 0.2 8,612.93$        

2014 Non-char Prog School 4 6 8 199 218 195 612 17.9 82.8 5.6 8.2 1.6 0.7 9,408.38$        
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APPENDIX B 

 

 EMAIL CORRESPONDENCE TO PRINCIPALS OF POTENTIAL MIDDLE 

SCHOOLS TO INVITE PARTICIPATION IN THE STUDY 

 

Hello Principal ______, 

My name is Robert Hassinger, and I am a retired superintendent from Pennsylvania 

presently doing doctoral research at Temple University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  

As part of my dissertation project, I am working with Dr. Joan Shapiro to investigate the 

relationship between the psychological construct of student sense of belonging and 

character education.  Through this research we would like to better understand if there is 

a difference between levels of student sense-of-school-belonging for students enrolled in 

schools with a formal program of character education and students enrolled in schools 

with no formal program of character education. 

After consulting with the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 

as well as with Diane Stirling of the CharacterPlus Network, we have identified 

________ Middle School as being a valuable site to collect data for our research.  Our 

goal is to collect data from three schools with formal programs of character education and 

three schools of similar characteristics that are not presently using a program of character 

education. As your school has been recognized as a National School of Character, we 

have also identified a similar school to your Middle that is not using a program of 

character education that we hope will agree to participate in our study. (The following 

sentence will be substituted for the previous sentence for the non-character program 

schools:  Your school is in this latter category, and is closely matched with another 

school that we hope will agreed to participate in our study.) 

If you would be willing to allow us the opportunity to conduct research in your school, 

we would ask for only approximately 15 minutes of your 8th grade students’ time at the 

beginning of your school year during either August or September.  Students would 

complete a brief on-line 18-item questionnaire developed by Carol Goodenow entitled 

The Psychological Sense of School Membership, (The following part of this sentences 

will be excluded for the non-character program schools as well as a brief 8-item 

questionnaire concerning possible components of their character education program. (The 

survey questions are available for you to preview at 

https://roberthassinger.wordpress.com). 

We will be happy to share the results of our full study with you, but even as early as 

October, I could provide you the results of your students' responses on the Sense of 

School Membership survey. Your teachers and administrators may find it helpful to know 

https://roberthassinger.wordpress.com/
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the levels of your present 8th-grade students' perceptions of belonging to your middle 

school.  We would also like to make a modest donation of $100 to your middle school if 

you are able to help us with this request. 

To give you a little background about me, I have recently retired from my position as 

Superintendent of the Halifax Area School District in Halifax, Pennsylvania, after 37 

years in public education. In 2001 I was the principal of Halifax Middle School in the 

same district when our school was recognized as a National School of Character by the 

Character Education Partnership, and in 2013 our district was recognized as a State 

District of Character through our state affiliate of the Character Education 

Partnership.  Over the years I have had the opportunity to visit the St. Louis area to share 

our Middle School Character program at workshops provided through CharacterPlus, and 

it was during these visits that I was introduced to Diane Stirling.  I have great respect for 

her and her work with CharacterPlus, and I am very grateful that she was willing to help 

Dr. Shapiro and me as we selected school sites for our research. 

I look forward to speaking with you soon, and I thank you for considering our request. 

With kind regards, 

Robert E. Hassinger 

Temple University Doctoral Student 
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APPENDIX C 

 

 

PSYCHOLOGICAL SENSE OF SCHOOL MEMBERSHIP SCALE 

 

 

Psychological Sense of School Membership 18-Item Survey 

 Obtained from 

http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/Survey7.pdf 

 

 Psychological Sense of School Membership (Goodenow, 1993) 

 Description: This scale was designed to measure youths’ perceptions of 

belonging and psychological engagement in school. 

 Ages: 12-18 (Grades 6-12). 

 Reliability:  Alpha score is .88. Number of items 18.  
 Scoring Procedures: Responses are in a 5-point Likert scale format, ranging 

from 1= Not at all true to 5 = Completely true. Reverse scoring is necessary. 

Items 3, 6, 9, 12, and 16 are reverse coded. The scores are then summed into 

a total score. 

 Permission: Not required for use of this scale 
 

 Circle the answer for each statement that is most true for you. 

 

1)  I feel like a part of my 

school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

2)  People at my school 

notice when I am good at 

something. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

3)  It is hard for people like me 

to be accepted at my 

school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

4)  Other students in my 

school take my opinions 

seriously. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

5)  Most teachers at my 

school are interested in 

me. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

6)  Sometimes I feel as if I don’t 

belong in my school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

7)  There is at least one teacher 

or adult I can talk to in my 

school if I have a problem. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

8)  People at my school 

are friendly to me. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

9)  Teachers here are not 

interested in people like 

me. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/Survey7.pdf
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10) I am included in lots 

of activities at my 

school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

11) I am treated with as much 

respect as other students 

in my school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

12) I feel very different from 

most other students at my 

school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

13) I can really be myself at my 

school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

14) Teachers at my 

school respect me. 
Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

15) People at my school 

know that I can do good 

work. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

16) I wish I were in a 

different school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

17) I feel proud to belong to 

my school. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 

 

18) Other students at my 

school like me the way that 

I am. 

Not at all true 

1 
 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

Completely 

true 5 
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APPENDIX D 

 

 

Student Consent Form 

 

 

STUDENT CONSENT FORM 

Title of research:  No Child is an Island:  A Study of the Effect on Student Sense-of-

School-Belonging through Their Participation in a Formal Program of Character 

Education  

Investigator and Department:  This research study is part of a Temple University 

Dissertation Project conducted by Mr. Robert Hassinger and Dr. Joan Shapiro of Temple 

University’s College of Education through the Department of Educational Psychology, 

Organization, and Leadership. 

Why am I being invited to take part in this research? 

We invite you to take part in a research study because you are an eighth grade student in 

your school and your middle school has been selected as a valuable site to collect data 

about student sense of belonging.  

What should I know about this research? 

 This research will help schools to better understand student sense of school 

belonging. 

 You are not required by your school to participate by taking the attached short 

survey. 

 You can choose not to take part 

  If you decide not to participate, it will not be held against you. 

 The survey will simply ask you questions about your feelings of belonging to 

your school. 

 All information will be confidential.  You will not be personally identified in any 

reports. 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or any other questions about the research, you 

are welcome to contact Mr. Hassinger at hassingr@temple.edu or by calling him at 717-

648-6879.  He may also be contacted at Temple University, College of Education, Ritter 

Hall 238, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 19122.  Your parents and your school office also 

have all of this contact information if you wish to contact him.   

 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You may 

talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the following: 

mailto:hassingr@temple.edu
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 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the 

research team. 

 You cannot reach the research team. 

 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 

 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

Why is this research being done?  This research is being done to help schools to 

better understand if student sense of school belonging is different in schools that have 

formal programs of character education and schools that do not use a formal program of 

character education. 

How long will I be involved in this research? 

This survey will take only about 10 to 15 minutes of your time. 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your responses to people on the 

research team.  Although your responses will be anonymous, the Institutional Review 

Board, Temple University, Temple University Health System, Inc. and its affiliates, and 

other representatives of these organizations may inspect the responses to this survey.  The 

responses to this survey will be analyzed to help the researchers to better understand 

student sense of school belonging. 
 

Do you understand and accept the above conditions and Voluntarily Consent to 

participate in this research project? 

 

Yes.  I wish to participate. 

No.  I do not wish to participate. 
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APPENDIX E 

 

 

ADDITIONAL SURVEY ITEMS FOR 8TH-GRADE STUDENTS IN EACH 

CHARACTER EDUCATION SCHOOL 

 

 

(This questionnaire was included with the online Sense-of-Belonging survey, the 

Psychological Sense of School Membership Survey, for students participating in the 

Character Education Schools) 

 

1. I am a member of a group of students who meet regularly during school 

to discuss or work on activities to help me make good choices and to 

develop my character?  “Yes or “No.”   

 

If you answered “Yes,” above, please answer the following questions 

 

2. How often does your group meet?  Every day -- Several times a week or 

cycle -- one time each week or cycle -- twice a month -- once a month –- 

a few times each year. 

 

3. The adult advisor of my group who leads us in character education 

discussions is a good model of character for me?  Always a good model-

-Usually a good model-- Sometimes a good model-- Rarely a good 

model-- Never a good model. 

 

4. I am accepted and respected by the teacher who advises my group.  

Always Accepted – Usually Accepted – Sometimes Accepted – Rarely 

Accepted – Never Accepted 

 

5. I am accepted and respected by other students in my group.  Always 

Accepted—Usually Accepted—Sometimes Accepted—Rarely 

Accepted—Never Accepted 

 

6. I am able to express my opinions as a member of my group?  Always – 

Most Times – Sometimes – Rarely – Never  

 

7. I feel that my group is like my family in school.”  Always Feels like a 

Family – Usually Feels like a Family – Sometimes Feels like a Family – 

Rarely Feels like a Family – Never Feels like a Family 

 

8. I feel that these groups in my school help to make my school a better 

place?”  Always – Most Times – Sometimes – Rarely – Never 
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APPENDIX F 

 

 

SCHOOL-BUILDING SURVEY FOR CHARACTER EDUCATION SCHOOLS  

 

(Questions for the school principal or character education director) 

 

1. Are your students assigned as a member of a group of students who 

meet regularly during your school day to discuss or work on 

activities for the purpose of helping them to develop their character? 

“Yes” or “No.” (If your answer is “Yes,” please answer the following 

three questions.) 

2. If students are part of such a group, does the same teacher advise or 

work with these students to lead them in character education 

discussions or activities?  “Yes” or “No”  

3. If students are part of such a group, does the group meet: Everyday - 

Several times a week or cycle - one time each week or cycle - twice a 

month - once a month – a few times each year. 

4. Are the student groups organized by cross-grade or single-grade 

groupings? 

5. Does your school use a common moral language to help students 

understand concepts of good character?   “Yes” or “No 

6. If your school uses a common moral language, how do students learn 

these terms? 

7. If your school uses a common moral language, please give examples 

of common terms students use.” 
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APPENDIX G 

 

CORRESPONDENCE TO PRINCIPALS LISTING STEPS FOR STUDENT 

PARTICIPATION IN THE STUDY 

 

 

 
 

Hello ____, 

 

The following list outlines the steps your middle school will take to participate in the 

Temple University Sense-of-School-Belonging Survey: 

 

1) Decide which teachers or adults in your middle school will take responsibility 

to monitor the Sense-of-Belonging survey that will be offered to all 8th-grade 

students in your school. 

2) Distribute the following two documents to those teachers or adults who will 

monitor the 8th-grade students as they take the survey: 

a. “Instructions for Adult Supervisors Monitoring the Temple University 

Student Survey” (The web link specific for your students to access the 

survey is included in this document.  Your school’s web link is 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/temple____ ) (Individual web addresses 

were provided for each school).  

b. The PDF of the survey to show the adult monitors exactly what the 

students will see when the students take the survey using the 

SurveyMonkey web link that is specific for your school. 

3) Decide when your students will take the survey (sometime in September or 

October). 

4) Inform 8th-grade parents one or two weeks before the survey by sending home 

the provided parent correspondence via email or regular mail for those parents 

who may not have email.  

(The parent correspondence is a Microsoft Word document that you or 

your staff could amend if you want.  For example, under the section “How 

long will my student be involved in this research?” you may want to add 
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the potential date(s) students will take the survey, or inform parents of 

those teachers or adults who will monitor the survey.   

Under the section “If you are willing to allow your eighth-grade student to 

participate,” I have already stated that parents should contact their school 

principal’s office if they choose not to have their child participate.  You 

may want to add a specific telephone number. 

If you prefer, you may inform me of the changes to the parent 

correspondence, and I can make those amendments for you.  Please send 

me a bill for any costs you may incur if you have to use the US Postal 

Service to mail any parent correspondence.) 

5) Arrange for students to have access to a computer, laptop, pad, or tablet in 

order to access the survey link (The survey web address specific for your school is 

provided above and in the document “Instructions for _________MS Adult 

Supervisors Monitoring the Temple University Student Survey.”  Students may 

individually type this address into their browser, or school personnel may email 

the link to the 8th grade students or place a link on a website or homepage for easy 

access for the students.) 

6) Have students take the survey which should take them no more than 5 to 10 

minutes. 

7) Let me know to whom I should write the check for $100.  I can write it directly 

to your middle school or, if you prefer, divide it between or among teachers who 

help with the survey. 

8) Within the month (or sooner if I can) after your students take the survey, I will 

share with you the results of your students’ responses. 

Thank you again for helping us with our project.  If you have any questions, please don’t 

hesitate to call me on my cell phone at 717-648-6879 or email me at 

hassingr@temple.edu or hassingerr@gmail.com. We would not be able to do this without 

your wonderful cooperation. 

With great appreciation, 

Bob Hassinger and Joan Shapiro 

  

mailto:hassingr@temple.edu
mailto:hassingerr@gmail.com
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APPENDIX H 

 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR ADULT SUPERVISORS WHO WILL MONITOR STUDENTS 

AS THEY ACCESS THE SURVEY 

 

     
 

 

 

_____________ Middle School 

Instructions for Adult Supervisors 
Who will monitor eighth-grade students participating in the  

Temple University  

Sense-of-School-Belonging Research Project  

Conducted by Dr. Joan P. Shapiro and Robert E. Hassinger  

 

1. Our desire is to have all eighth graders in your school be given the opportunity to 

complete the online Sense-of-Belonging Survey. 

 

2. Students may take the survey as it is convenient for your school.  One teacher or 

adult in a school may take responsibility to offer the survey to all eighth-grade 

students, or several teachers may offer the survey to their class or classes in order 

to reach all eighth-grade students. 

 

3. Please view the attached PDF of the Student Sense-of- Belonging Survey to see 

exactly what students will see when they take the survey.  (The PDF specific to 

your school should be attached to this correspondence, or please see your school 

administrator for a copy of the PDF). 

 

4. The first section of the survey consists of the informed consent section of the 

survey.  After students read this first section, they will be asked to respond to the 

following:  
Do you understand and accept the above conditions and VOLUNTARILY CONSENT to 

participate in this research project? 

 Yes, I wish to participate.  

 No, I do not wish to participate. 
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If the student agrees and answers “Yes,” he or she will have further access to 

the rest of the survey.  If the student answers “No,” the student will not be able to 

respond to the remainder of the survey. 

 

5. Please understand that student participation is entirely voluntary, and as such if a 

student were to express a desire to not participate even prior to accessing the 

survey, the student should not be required to participate and should not experience 

any type of penalty for choosing not to participate. 

 

6. Please understand that students who participate in the survey will have their 

identity protected, and no names will be connected to any student responses or 

surveys.  Student responses are entirely anonymous. 

 

7. At no time will the researchers nor others at Temple University have access to any 

student information other than their anonymous responses to the survey. 

 

8. The student Sense-of-Belonging Survey should take students only approximately 

ten minutes to complete.  During the administration of the survey, the Adult 

Monitor shall assure that students respond independently and provide their own 

personal responses.  No other student or adult should in any way contribute to a 

student response on the survey. 

 

9. When you are ready to offer the survey to students, each student should have his 

or her own computer, tablet, or device to connect to the internet. 

 

10. Students may access the survey by entering the following web address:   

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/temple___ (Web addresses were personalized 

for each school) (Students may individually type this address into their browser, 

or school personnel  may email the link to the 8th grade students or place a link on 

a website or homepage for easy access for the students.) 

 

11. Thank you.  This research project is possible only through your assistance.  Please 

know that the researchers and Temple University very much appreciate your help.  

 

Joan Shapiro and Bob Hassinger 
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APPENDIX I 

 

LETTER TO PARENTS  

REQUESTING PERMISSION FOR THEIR STUDENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE 

PSYCHOLOGICAL SENSE OF SCHOOL MEMBERSHIP SURVEY 

 

 

 
 

 

Dear Eighth-Grade Parents of _________Middle School: 

 

My name is Robert Hassinger, and I am a doctoral student at Temple University, in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, conducting research with my advisor Dr. Joan P. Shapiro in 

the College of Education.  I am writing to you today to ask your permission for your 

eighth-grade student to participate in our research project by taking a brief, 26-item, on-

line, survey with other members of the eighth-grade class. The following information will 

help you to better understand my request: 

 

Title of our research:  No Child is an Island:  A Study of the Effect on Student Sense-of-

School-Belonging through Their Participation in a Formal Program of Character 

Education  

 

Investigator and Department:  This research study is part of a Temple University 

Dissertation Project conducted by me, Mr. Robert Hassinger, and Dr. Joan Shapiro of 

Temple University’s College of Education through the Department of Educational 

Psychology, Organization, and Leadership.  

To give you a little background about me, I have just retired from my position as 

Superintendent of the Halifax Area School District in Halifax, Pennsylvania, after 37 

years in public education. In 2001, I was the principal of Halifax Middle School in the 

same district when our school was recognized as a National School of Character by the 

Character Education Partnership in Washington D.C., and just last year my district was 

recognized as a State District of Character through our state affiliate of the Character 

Education Partnership.  Over the years I have had the opportunity to visit Missouri to 

share our Middle School Character program with educators in the St. Louis area through 
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workshops provided by the CharacterPlus Network.  It was during these visits that I 

came to see that Missouri schools would be good places for us to collect data for our 

research.   

 

Why is my student invited to take part in this research? 

We invite your student to take part in this research study because your child is an eighth 

grade student in your middle school which has been selected as a valuable site to collect 

data about student sense of school-belonging.  

 

What should I know about this research? 

This research will help schools to better understand student sense of school belonging. 

Your child is not required by your school to participate. 

Your child can choose not to take part. 

 If you decide not to have your child participate, it will not be held against you or your 

child. 

The survey for this research will simply ask your child questions about his or her feelings 

concerning belonging to his or her school.  For example, the first two questions of the 

survey are these:  1) I feel like a part of my school. 2) People at my school notice when I 

am good at something. 

The remaining 8 questions of the survey will only be asked of your child if your child’s 

school uses organized student groups as part of their character education program. 

To preview all of the questions on our survey, you may do so by accessing the following 

link:  https://roberthassinger.wordpress.com 

All information will be confidential, and all student responses will be anonymous.  Your 

child will not be personally identified in any reports.  The researchers will at no time 

have access to any information that will personally identify your child.  

 

Who can I talk to about this research? 

If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or any other questions about the research, 

you are welcome to contact Mr. Hassinger at hassingr@temple.edu or by calling him at 

717-648-6879.  He may also be contacted at Temple University, College of Education, 

Ritter Hall 238, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 19122.  Your school office will also have all 

of this contact information. 

This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board. You 

may talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the 

following: 

Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 

You cannot reach the research team. 

You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 

You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

You want to get information or provide input about this research. 

 

https://roberthassinger.wordpress.com/
mailto:hassingr@temple.edu
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Why is this research being done?  This research is being done to help schools to 

better understand if student sense of school belonging is different in schools that have 

formal programs of character education and schools that do not use a formal program of 

character education. 

 

How long will my student be involved in this research? 

Your child will only be involved with this research during the approximate 10 minutes 

required to take the survey questions.  

 

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

To the extent allowed by law, we will limit the viewing of your student’s responses to 

people involved in the research project.  Although your child’s responses will be 

anonymous, the Institutional Review Board, Temple University, Temple University 

Health System, Inc. and its affiliates, and other representatives of these organizations 

may inspect the responses to this survey.  The responses to the survey will be analyzed to 

help the researchers to better understand student sense of school belonging.    

 

If you are willing to allow your eighth-grade student to participate… 

If you are willing to allow your eighth-grade student to participate, you need do nothing 

more.  If you would like to speak with me personally about my project, you may reach 

me at hassingr@temple.edu  or you may call me on my cell phone at 717-648-6879.  

However, if you do not wish for your child to participate, I would ask that you please 

contact the principal’s office of your child’s school. 

 

Please know that Dr. Shapiro, Temple University, and I will be pleased and grateful to 

have your child participate. We are also very appreciative of your child’s school for 

helping us to conduct this research.  Thank you for considering our request. 

   

Sincerely, 

 

Robert E. Hassinger 

Temple University Doctoral Candidate 

 

mailto:hassingr@temple.edu

