& COGITATIO

Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183-2803)
2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 172-184
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i2.5106

Article
Migrant Students’ Sense of Belonging and the Covid-19 Pandemic:
Implications for Educational Inclusion

Nikolett Szelei »'*, Ines Devlieger 1, An Verelst 1, Caroline Spaas 2, Signe Smith Jervelund 3,

Nina Langer Primdahl 3, Morten Skovdal 3, Marianne Opaas *, Natalie Durbeej ®>, Fatumo Osman >°,
Emma Soye ’, Hilde Colpin &, Lucia De Haene 2, Sanni Aalto °, Reeta Kankaanpaa °, Kirsi Peltonen %1911,
Arnfinn J. Andersen ?, Per Kristian Hilden 4, Charles Watters /, and Ilse Derluyn !

! Department of Social Work and Social Pedagogy, Ghent University, Belgium

2 parenting and Special Education Research Unit, KU Leuven, Belgium

3 Department of Public Health, University of Copenhagen, Denmark

4 Norwegian Centre for Violence and Traumatic Stress Studies, Norway

> Department of Public Health and Caring Sciences, Uppsala University, Sweden
6 School of Health and Welfare, Dalarna University, Sweden

7 school of Education and Social Work, University of Sussex, UK

8 School Psychology and Development in Context Research Unit, KU Leuven, Belgium
% Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Finland

10 pepartment of Child Psychiatry, University of Turku, Finland

11 INVEST Research Flagship Center, University of Turku, Finland

* Corresponding author (nikolett.szelei@ugent.be)
Submitted: 15 November 2021 | Accepted: 10 January 2022 | Published: 19 May 2022

Abstract

This article investigates school belonging among migrant students and how this changed during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Drawing on quantitative data gathered from 751 migrant students in secondary schools in six European countries (Belgium,
Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, and the UK), we examined the impact of Covid-19 school closures, social support, and
post-traumatic stress symptoms on changes in school belonging. Linear regression showed a non-significant decrease in
school belonging, and none of the studied variables had a significant effect on this change in our whole sample. However,
sensitivity analysis on a subsample from three countries (Denmark, Finland, and the UK) showed a small but significant
negative effect of increasing post-traumatic stress symptoms on school belonging during Covid-19 school closures. Given
that scholarship on school belonging during Covid-19 is emergent, this study delineates some key areas for future research
on the relationship between wellbeing, school belonging, and inclusion.
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1. Introduction from his or her place of usual residence...temporarily or

permanently, and for a variety of reasons” (International
The inclusion of migrant students is challenging for many Organization for Migration [IOM], 2019, p. 132). While
educational systems. We use the term migrant as an several considerable differences exist between migrants,
“umbrella term” referring to “a person who moves away here we focus on transnational migrants who migrated
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during childhood. Inclusion is understood as an over-
arching principle and a process whereby all students
are provided with equal opportunities to participation
and educational achievement (Ainscow et al.,, 2006;
Booth & Ainscow, 2002; UNESCO, 2005). In schools, a
crucial component of fostering inclusion is building a
community to which students feel they belong (Booth
& Ainscow, 2002; Kova¢ & Vaala, 2021; Shaw et al.,
2021). However, several issues still exist that may jeop-
ardise migrant students’ inclusion and school belong-
ing (e.g., Abu El-Haj & Skilton, 2017; Souto-Manning,
2021; Van Caudenberg et al., 2020). Such challenges are,
among others, placing migrant students in separated
newcomer or language classes that might lead many stu-
dents to lower educational pathways and limited learn-
ing opportunities (Emery et al., 2021), schools’ mono-
lingual policies and teaching norms (Gogolin, 2021),
school practitioners’ challenges in teaching migrant and
refugee children (Pastoor, 2015; Szelei et al., 2020),
racialising and “othering” discourses (Ambrose, 2020;
Souto-Manning, 2021; Szelei et al., 2021), and experi-
ences of exclusion and victimisation in schools (D’hondt
et al., 2015; Adams-Wiggins, 2020). When taking these
issues together, schools often create what Abu El-Haj
and Skilton (2017) call an “illusion of inclusion.”

These challenges of inclusion and belonging for
migrant students existed long before Covid-19. However,
with the closure of schools from March 2020 onwards,
concerns about migrant students’ access to education
have gained renewed attention (European Commission
Joint Research Centre [EC JRC], 2020; OECD, 2021).
Teachers expressed anxieties about how to continue
teaching and caring for migrant students, as school life,
relationship building, and structural support were inter-
rupted (Primdahl et al., 2021). There has also been a
focus on the so-called “learning loss” (OECD, 2021) and
“increased inequities” (EC JRC, 2020), often linked to
the disadvantages of online teaching and distance learn-
ing for migrants. According to an OECD (2021) survey,
only 44% of the surveyed countries implemented specific
measures to ensure the online participation of migrant
youth in schools during the first lockdown. This is alarm-
ing since students’ smooth transition to online teach-
ing might then overly depend on conditions at home,
such as parents’ familiarity with technology (Dimopoulos
etal., 2021).

Another often-voiced concern related to Covid-19
has been the potentially deteriorating mental health
of students. Some studies have described increases in
depression and anxiety for adolescents during Covid-19
(Nearchou et al., 2020), yet other studies have not
detected the pandemic’s clear negative impact on men-
tal health (Ramirez et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2021).

Furthermore, it has been noted that interrupted
schooling was not necessarily a new phenomenon for
many migrant students (Chang-Bacon, 2021). Before
Covid-19, Potochnick (2018) found that migrant stu-
dents with interrupted schooling did not differ in school

engagement from their native-born peers even though
their educational achievement was lower. Taking into
account the concerns about the negative effects of the
pandemic on students’ wellbeing and education, and
the specific issues affecting the educational inclusion
of young migrants, there is still a need to investigate
the impact of Covid-19 specifically on migrant students.
While previous studies have investigated issues of school
access, online learning, and mental health related to
Covid-19, to our knowledge there is currently no study
that examines the impact of Covid-19 on migrant stu-
dents’ sense of school belonging.

This article is part of a large project (RefugeesWell
School) that implemented and assessed five school-
based and social support-focused interventions to pro-
mote migrant students’ wellbeing. The study took place
in six European countries (Belgium, Denmark, Finland,
Norway, Sweden, and the UK) and had a longitudinal
design. The project was ongoing when Covid-19 was
declared a pandemic, and this meant that many of the
students who participated in the second assessment did
so during home confinement. The impact of Covid-19
on assessment varied across the participating countries.
In Sweden, all assessments at the second timepoint (T2)
were completed before school closures, whereas in
Belgium and Norway, all T2 assessments were conducted
after schools closed. In Denmark, Finland, and the UK,
T2 evaluations were collected both before and after
Covid-19 school closures had commenced. Therefore, to
map potential general tendencies among the groups that
were and were not affected by Covid-19, we first present
results with altogether 751 migrant students in all partic-
ipating countries. Secondly, we conduct sensitivity analy-
sis with 320 students in Denmark, Finland, and the UK,
as these were the countries where T2 data were col-
lected both before and after Covid-19 school closures
were implemented.

The schools in this study followed the national mea-
sures of their respective countries to contain the spread
of Covid-19, and closed fully (Belgium, Denmark, UK, and
Norway) or partially (Finland) in March 2020. In Sweden,
the participating schools remained open and they made
autonomous decisions about the specific measures they
would implement against Covid-19. In the other coun-
tries, distance learning and online teaching were imple-
mented as much as possible. Already existing and newly
developed digital platforms were used to sustain curric-
ular learning. In Finland, while school closures applied
to the general school population and extracurricular
activities were cancelled for all students, migrant stu-
dents were still allowed to attend face-to-face teaching.
Schools in Norway were also permitted to follow this
approach if they wished. In our study, some Norwegian
schools returned to in-school teaching for migrant stu-
dents before the general school closure ended but not
immediately after the lockdown began.

Field observations in our project show that Covid-19
was a difficult experience for schools and migrant
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students. A lack of digital devices was observed in all
the countries. Accessing online content was also diffi-
cult for many students due to a language barrier and a
lack of close teacher support. In some cases, crowded
home environments, lack of curricular learning support,
and students’ increased participation in family respon-
sibilities (e.g., looking after younger siblings while par-
ents worked) made remote learning challenging. At the
same time, some teachers made remarkable efforts to
remain in contact with their students and to support
their learning and wellbeing. For example, some teach-
ers regularly called students via phone, communicated
through mobile phone applications, dropped off home-
work at students’ homes or organised physical home
visits. In sum, Covid-19 has brought on a new reality for
most schools as they have had to create and utilise alter-
native ways of teaching and caring for migrant students.
These changing conditions provided an opportunity to
investigate the impact of Covid-19 school closures on
school belonging among migrant students.

2. Theoretical Underpinnings of School Belonging and
Literature Review

School belonging is an active and relational social pro-
cess whereby students interact and connect with mem-
bers of the school community and the broad school
context (Halse, 2018; Kovac¢ & Vaala, 2021; Pincton &
Banfield, 2019; Puroila et al., 2021). School belonging
is a multi-layered concept (Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen
et al., 2018; Halse, 2018; Puroila et al., 2021; Yuval-Davis,
2004), influenced by several demographic (e.g., gen-
der, age, ethnicity, school location), individual (e.g., per-
sonal characteristics, mental health), social (e.g., sup-
port from teachers, parents, peers), and environmental
(e.g., school climate) factors (Allen & Kern, 2017, p. 25).
We follow Allen et al. (2018) who apply Bronfenbrenner’s
(1994) bioecological model to the concept of school
belonging. In this view, school belonging is a result of
interactions between the individual student and the
broader complex environment, such as peers and teach-
ers in schools, families, school culture, school policies,
norms, and values (Allen et al., 2018, p. 4). More specif-
ically, we investigate the effect of some demographic
(gender, age), individual (mental health), social (social
support from friends and family), and environmental
(Covid-19 school closures, daily stressors) factors on the
potentially changing feeling of belonging.

School belonging has been established in the litera-
ture as a positive predictor of educational achievement,
academic self-efficacy and attitudes (Fong Lam et al.,
2015; Niehaus et al., 2012), and wellbeing (Kia-Keating &
Ellis, 2007; Nuttman-Shwartz, 2019; Scharpf et al., 2020).
Previous research has shown that positive peer relation-
ships, connectedness with friends (Allen et al., 2018;
Ambrose, 2020; Delgado et al., 2016; DeNicolo et al.,
2017; Van Caudenberg et al., 2020), and parental support
at home (Allen et al., 2018; Hu & Wu, 2020) are linked

to increased feelings of school belonging. Research has
also found that school belonging forms a protective
factor against the development of mental health prob-
lems (Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; Nuttman-Shwartz, 2019;
Scharpf et al., 2020). Fewer studies have investigated
the role of mental health in the development of a sense
of school belonging, but mental health problems are
assumed to have a negative influence on school belong-
ing (Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen et al., 2018). This might
be particularly relevant for migrant youth who often
present with high levels of post-traumatic stress symp-
toms (Spaas et al., 2021).

School belonging is often a complex experience
for migrant students whereby personal emotions
and formal representations and norms of belong-
ing interact with and conflict with each other (e.g.,
Ambrose, 2020; Gao et al., 2019; Puroila et al., 2021;
Souto-Manning, 2021; Van Caudenberg et al., 2020;
Yuval-Davis, 2004). DeNicolo et al. (2017) identify the
quality of teacher—student and peer relationships, as
well as migrant students’ agency, as key components in
creating a positive sense of belonging for migrant stu-
dents. Friendships and social support from peers and
family can foster belonging and wellbeing (Allen et al.,
2018; Ho et al., 2017; Hu & Wu, 2020; Nuttman-Shwartz,
2019). Schools can enhance feelings of belonging by
facilitating newcomers’ settlement in a new country,
and by building positive social relationships in schools
(Schweitzer et al., 2021). Using online spaces where
migrant students can connect with peers and family
members may help to alleviate exclusionary tenden-
cies in schools (Rowan et al., 2021). Teachers’ pedagog-
ical practices (Edgeworth & Santoro, 2015; Pendergast
et al., 2018) also play a role in defining belongingness.
Therefore, Edgeworth and Santoro (2015, p. 423) rec-
ommend developing “pedagogies of belonging” under-
stood as “pedagogies that create all students in states
of belonging.”

Secondly, how migrants actively construct and forge
new places and definitions for belonging highlight
their resilience and agency (Gao et al., 2019; Moberg
Stephenson & Kallstrom, 2020; Van Caudenberg et al.,
2020). For example, children can adopt multiple identi-
fications and points of belonging (Devine, 2009; Rutland
et al., 2012), contradicting narrow definitions that usu-
ally surround them in society and education (e.g.,
“migrant” or “language learner”; Gao et al., 2019). For
instance, in Gao et al. (2019), young people redefined
belonging by drawing on notions such as multilingual-
ism, personal emotions, and connectedness to the city
where they lived. In Van Caudenberg et al. (2020), young
migrant students actively resisted schools where they
felt alienated and decided to attend other schools where
they felt more belonging.

Furthermore, it is important to note that academic
belonging (e.g., academic motivation, self-efficacy, per-
formance) is also part of school belonging (Allen et al.,
2018; Fong Lam et al., 2015; Pendergast et al., 2018).
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This is relevant for migrant students who often have high
academic ambitions at the beginning of their schooling
in a new country (Devine, 2009; Lynnebakke & Pastoor,
2020; Van Caudenberg et al., 2020). For migrant students,
schools may represent hopes and opportunities for social
connections, learning ambitions, safety, and educational
and societal progress in a new country (De Jacolyn
et al., 2021; Devine, 2009; Lynnebakke & Pastoor, 2020;
Van Caudenberg et al.,, 2020). In sum, belonging is a
complex issue for migrant students and can be devel-
oped in multiple ways, especially in contemporary soci-
eties where digital forms of communication are preva-
lent (Halse, 2018).

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Collection and Participants

Data collection took place within the RefugeesWellSchool
study. This project implemented and evaluated five
school-based interventions that focused on social sup-
port and social cohesion to promote migrant adoles-
cents’ wellbeing. The study applied a cluster randomised
controlled trial design; school classes were therefore
randomly assigned to participate in an intervention or
a control group. The project collected quantitative data
before (T1) and after (T2) the interventions were imple-
mented. As the project was ongoing when Covid-19 was
announced as a pandemic, some of the T2 data was col-
lected during Covid-19 school closures.

Schools in the six countries were recruited based
on the criteria of having a high proportion of new-

comer migrant students in their school population or
having newcomer/language classes for migrant students.
Students, parents, and school practitioners were pro-
vided with an information sheet about the project.
Information sessions were also organised where the
researchers presented the project to the school com-
munity, using visual aids, PowerPoint presentations,
and interpreters where possible. Consent was obtained
from all students via informed consent forms, as well
as via parental consent for those under the legal age
of consent.

Quantitative longitudinal data was collected in 2019
and 2020 via a questionnaire that was available in 22 lan-
guages. We analyse data in two steps. First, we include
responses from 751 students who replied at both T1 and
T2 in all six countries (see the sociodemographic char-
acteristics of this sample in Table 1). This step is neces-
sary to detect whether general tendencies exist between
the groups that were and were not affected by Covid-19
at T2. In this sample, time between the two measure-
ment points ranged from 3—6 months. The age of par-
ticipants ranged from 11-18, with an average of 14.82
(SD = 1.57). Time spent in the host country ranged from
0 to 16 years, on an average of 3.31 years (SD = 3.44).
366 students completed T2 assessment before school
closures and 385 did so after school closures. However,
as noted previously, this distribution was unequal across
the countries. Consequently, we conduct a sensitivity
analysis with 320 students in Denmark, Finland, and the
UK, as these were the countries where T2 data were col-
lected both before and after Covid-19 school closures
were implemented.

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics per T2 assessment Covid-19 group (N = 751).

T2 assessment took place

T2 assessment took place

Sociodemographic before Covid-19 school after Covid-19 school Total
characteristic closures (N = 366) closures started (N = 385) (N =751)
Gender
Females 144 177 321
Males 215 198 413
Other 3 0 3
Unknown 4 10 14
Age 14.58 (SD 1.48) 15.05 (SD 1.62) 14.82 (SD 1.57)

Time spent in host country

Country
Belgium
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
UK

Intervention group
Intervention
Control

4.65 (SD 3.69)

80
100

124
62

227
139

1.45 (SD 1.87)

3.31(SD 3.44)

182 182
63 143
10 110

125 125

0 124
5 67
235 462
150 289

Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 2, Pages 172-184

175


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

& COGITATIO

3.2. Measures

Students’ sense of school belonging was measured by
the Psychosocial Sense of School Membership (PSSM)
scale, developed by Goodenow (1993) and validated in
Cowden et al. (2018), Gaete et al. (2016), Goodenow
(1993), and Kia-Keating and Ellis (2007). The PSSM items
pose questions about students’ perceptions of being
accepted and involved in school, and how other students
and teachers treat them. In this study, a shortened ver-
sion of the original PSSM was used. Students were asked
to rate nine items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all
true to 5 = completely true). Although this version was
not validated in this study, we found it to be an appropri-
ate measure based on the instrument’s previous validity
in several contexts.

Students’ post-traumatic stress symptoms were mea-
sured by the Children’s Revised Impact of Events Scale-8,
developed by Perrin et al. (2005) and validated in Perrin
et al. (2005) and Magalhdes et al. (2018). This scale is
often used with children aged between 8-18 to screen
for post-traumatic stress disorder. Students rated eight
items on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = not all, 1 = rarely,
3 = sometimes, 5 = often).

Social support was measured by the Multidimen-
sional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) scale,
developed by Zimet et al. (1988) and validated in Chou
(2000) and Zimet et al. (1988). In this study, two sub-
scales were used: 4 + 4 items related to perceived sup-
port from family and friends, respectively. Both subscales
followed a 4-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = not at all
to 4 = a lot) and asked how much support students felt
they received from family members and friends.

Daily stressors were examined using the Daily
Stressors Scale for Young Refugees. The scale was devel-
oped by Vervliet et al. (2010) and previously applied
in Vervliet et al. (2014). The original scale consists of
15 items measuring different types of daily stressors (e.g.,
social, material, discrimination, etc.). This scale has not
yet been validated, but due to its relevance to the circum-
stances of migrant and refugee adolescents, we found it
to be applicable to our study. In this project, we used six
items of the original scale that measured students’ per-
ceived material safety on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never
to 4 = always).

We also collected a wide range of sociodemographic
information, including gender (male, female, other), age,
and intervention/control group. Migrant students were
identified according to their self-identification as “born
abroad” on the item “Where were you born?” since
this was the information that indicated movement from
one country to another during childhood, consistent
with our operational definition of a “migrant” (IOM,
2019). The impact of Covid-19 was operationalised by
using a context variable whereby T2 assessment was
dichotomised as taking place before or after Covid-19
school closures had commenced. All T1 responses were
collected before Covid-19 school closures.

3.3. Analysis

First, a series of tests were performed as part of a mea-
surement invariance test for the PSSM and CRIES-8 scales,
to test if they measured the same underlying construct
on both timepoints. A model where all parameters were
free was compared to a model where the factor load-
ings of the items were restricted to be equal for the two
timepoints. This way each item'’s influence on the scale
remains the same over time. If this test is non-significant,
then weak (metric) measurement invariance has been
established. In the second test, the model with restricted
factor loadings was compared to a model with restricted
factor loadings and equal intercepts for the items. If this
test is non-significant, then there is strong (scalar) mea-
surement invariance, which is needed to be able to com-
pare the means of the latent variables over time.

After the measurement invariance tests, the model
fit and internal consistency of all scales were examined.
For the model fit, different fit indices were used, i.e.,
the chi-square test statistic, Root Means Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA), Standardized Root Mean
Square Residual (SRMR), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and
Comparative Fit Index (CFl). For the RMSEA, a value
below 0.06 was considered a good fit (Hu & Bentler,
1999) and a value below 0.08 was an acceptable fit
(Schreiber et al., 2006). For the SRMR, Hu and Bentler’s
(1999) recommendation of a value below 0.08 was fol-
lowed. For CFl and TLI, values above 0.95 were consid-
ered a good fit and values above 0.90 were an accept-
able fit to the data (Brown, 2015; Hu & Bentler, 1999).
When the fit indices were not acceptable, the models
were adjusted based on the standardized factor load-
ings and modification indices, but only if the suggested
changes were theoretically acceptable. Possible changes
were the removal of indicators that had weak factor
loadings on the underlying scale or adding correlations
between error terms. Adjustments were implemented
incrementally until an acceptable model was found.

The PSSM scale showed scalar measurement invari-
ance (X; = 1.66, p = 0.89) and an acceptable fit after
adding correlations between items 2 (“It is hard for peo-
ple like me to be accepted here”) and 3 (“Sometimes
| feel as if | don’t belong here”), as well as 1 (“I feel like a
real part of my school”) and 9 (“I feel proud of belong-
ing to my school”; x2,, = 307.72, p = 0.07, TLI = 0.90,
CFl = 091, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05). The scale
showed only moderate internal consistency at both
timepoints (a = 0.67 and a = 0.69). The CRIES-8 scale
also showed strong measurement invariance (X; =4.37,
p = 0.82), and a good model fit (x2,, = 546.67, p < 0.05,
TLI = 0.90, CFl = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.05).
Even though the p value was significant, it has been
noted that the p value of the chi-squared test is sensi-
tive to sample size (Byrne, 2012; Hu & Bentler, 1995).
Therefore, it is likely that this significance is related to
the relatively large sample size. The scale showed good
internal consistency at both timepoints (a = 0.86 and
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a = 0.88). The family subscale on the MSPSS scale had a
good model fit (x§ =1.35,p =0.05, TL/ = 1.00, CF/ = 1.00,
RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR = 0.01), and high internal consis-
tency (a = 0.92). The friends subscale was improved by
adding correlations between item 5 (“My friends really
try to help me”) and 6 (“l can count on my friends when
things go wrong”), and this way we reached a good
model fit (x? = 1.69, p > 0.05, TL/ = 1,00, CF/ = 1,00,
RMSEA = 0.03, SRMR = 0.01). The scale also had high
internal consistency (a = 0.92). The daily stressors scale
showed a good fit (TL/ = 0.99, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.08,
SRMR = 0.06), and high internal consistently (a = 0.92).
See the average scores on these scales in Table 2.

Next, we performed linear regression, first testing
the null model of changes in school belonging over time
(between T1 and T2 sum scores in the school belonging
scale). Then we added the Covid-19 variable to analy-
se the effect of Covid-19 school closures on the change
in school belonging. In the third step, we ran the full
model where change in school belonging was the out-
come variable, independent variables were the change
in post-traumatic stress symptoms between T1-T2 and
social support at T1, and control variables were age,
gender, daily stressors, and intervention group at T1.
Linearity, normality, and homoscedasticity were checked
and were acceptable. The model explained a very small
(1%) part of the variance in school belonging.

Given the fact that the distribution of data on the
T2 Covid-19 variable was unbalanced among the differ-
ent countries, we also performed a sensitivity analysis.
This meant conducting the same linear regression analy-
sis but only on the samples from Denmark, Finland, and
the UK that had a variance in the T2 Covid-19 variable.
Statistical analyses were carried out using R 4.0.3.

4, Results

4.1. Change in School Belonging and the Effect of
Covid-19 School Closures

In the null model that tested changes between T1
and T2 without any effects, there was a small and

non-significant decrease between the two timepoints
(M = -0.68, p = 0.12). No significant differences on the
school level were found (var = 1.28, p = 0.72), render-
ing multilevel analysis unnecessary. Next, we added the
Covid-19 assessment variable in the regression model
to determine the effect of Covid-19 school closures in
the change in school belonging. Students who com-
pleted T2 assessment before Covid-19 school closures
presented with a decrease of M = -0.132 in the sense of
school belonging. For students who completed T2 dur-
ing Covid-19 school closures, this decrease was slightly
larger (M = -0.744). However, the difference between
the two groups was not significant (p = 0.200, t = - 1.28).
These results show that in this sample, Covid-19 cannot
be established as impacting changes in school belonging
for migrant students.

4.2. The Effect of Trauma, Social Support, and Other
Socio-Demographic Characteristics

In the next regression model, we inserted all context vari-
ables, namely, levels of social support from family and
friends, daily stressors, gender and age at T1 to see their
effects on the change in school belonging. We also con-
trolled for whether students belonged to an interven-
tion or control group in the larger project to control for
any potential effects of the project’s interventions on
the change in school belonging. In this study, none of
these context variables influenced the change in school
belonging, except for age (see the overview of results in
Table 3). Age was a minorly significant negative predic-
tor in the change in school belonging: older students had
slightly decreased levels of school belonging (M = -0.540,
SD =0.280, p = 0.054).

4.3. Sensitivity Analysis on a Subsample from Denmark,
Finland, and the UK

Since three countries (Denmark, Finland, and the UK)
had a variance in the T2 Covid-19 assessment vari-
able, we conducted a sensitivity analysis on this part
of the sample. The same linear regression analysis

Table 2. Average scores on the scales per T2 assessment Covid-19 group (N = 751).

T2 assessment took place before

T2 assessment took place after Covid-19

Scales Covid-19 school closures (N = 366) school closures started (N = 385)
PSSM T1:42.02 (SD 9.72) T1: 43.09 (SD 9.73)

(school belonging) T2:40.31 (SD 10.99) T2:42.75 (SD 10.37)

CRIES-8 T1:10.51 (5D 9.47) T1:13.61 (SD 10.70)

(post-traumatic stress symptoms)

MSPSS friends 12.44 (SD 4.03)
(social support from friends)
MSPSS family 12.97 (SD 3.88)

(social support from family)

Daily stressors 21.71 (SD 3.91)

T2:10.72 (SD 9.44)

T2: 13.90 (SD 10.76)
11.81 (SD 3.38)

13.70 (SD 2.69)

20.81 (SD 3.99)
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Table 3. The effect of Covid-19, post-traumatic stress symptoms, social support, and socio-demographic characteristics in

the change in school belonging.

Predictor Mean Standard error t-value p

Covid-19 school closure 2.487 4.063 0.612 0.541
Intervention 0.915 0.887 1.032 0.303
Age -0.540 0.280 -1.927 0.054
Gender (male) -0.144 0.881 -0.163 0.870
Gender (other) 9.716 6.559 1.481 0.142
Daily stressors -0.076 0.109 -0.700 0.484
Friends support 0.105 0.183 0.572 0.568
Family support -0.098 0.231 -0.425 0.671
Change in trauma -0.061 0.057 -1.062 0.288
Friend support * Covid-19 school closures -0.391 0.265 -1.473 0.142
Family support * Covid-19 school closures 0.072 0.306 0.236 0.813
Change in trauma * Covid-19 0.032 0.086 0.374 0.710

was performed, following the same analytical steps as
described in the analysis of the whole dataset (see the
overview of results in Table 4). Just as before, school
belonging decreased between T1 and T2, but this change
was not significant (M = -1.288, p = 0.135), and Covid-19
had no effect on that change (Covid-19 mean effect on
difference in school belonging M = -1.927, p = 0.299;
before Covid-19 group M = 0.157, p = 0.910). Compared
to the analysis on the whole dataset, we detected that
here age did not significantly influence the change in
school belonging (M = -0.246, SD = 0.509, p = 0.629).
On the other hand, the change in post-traumatic stress
symptoms had a slightly negative and significant influ-
ence on the change in school belonging (M = -0.429,
SD =0.193, p = 0.027). In other words, if post-traumatic
stress symptoms increased, school belonging decreased.
However, we also found a significant interaction effect

between the change in post-traumatic stress symptoms
and the type of Covid-19 group (M = 0.472, SD = 0.213,
p = 0.029). These results indicate that the change in
post-traumatic stress symptoms had almost no influence
on those who were assessed before Covid-19 school clo-
sures (M = 0.043). Therefore, the finding that increas-
ing post-traumatic stress symptoms predict decreas-
ing school belonging is applicable for those who were
assessed at T2 after school closures started.

5. Discussion

This study investigated the impact of Covid-19 school clo-
sures on changes in migrant students’ sense of school
belonging in secondary schools in six European countries.
School belonging was understood as part of educational
inclusion (Kovac & Vaala, 2021; Shaw et al., 2021), and in

Table 4. Sensitivity analysis: The effect of Covid-19, post-traumatic stress symptomes, social support, and socio-demographic

characteristics in the change in school belonging.

Predictor Mean Standard error t-value p

Covid-19 school closure 4.526 9.071 0.499 0.619
Intervention 1.211 1.457 0.831 0.407
Age -0.246 0.509 -0.483 0.629
Gender (male) 2.048 1.479 1.384 0.167
Gender (other) 11.819 7.174 1.647 0.100
Daily stressors -0.088 0.197 -0.448 0.654
Friends support -0.393 0.437 -0.899 0.377
Family support 0.494 0.598 0.826 0.409
Change in trauma -0.429 0.193 -2.221 0.027
Friend support * Covid-19 school closures 0.195 0.493 0.396 0.695
Family support * Covid-19 school closures -0.659 0.685 -0.962 0.336
Change in trauma * Covid-19 0.472 0.213 2.219 0.029
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the context of the particular difficulties that migrant stu-
dents face in negotiating school belonging (Kia-Keating
& Ellis, 2007; Souto-Manning, 2021; Van Caudenberg
et al., 2020). We approached school belonging as a multi-
layered concept (Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen et al., 2018;
Halse, 2018; Puroila et al., 2021), and investigated the
impact of some demographic (i.e., gender, age), indi-
vidual (i.e., post-traumatic stress symptoms), social (i.e.,
perceived social support from friends and family), and
environmental (Covid-19 school closures) factors in the
changing feeling of school belonging (Allen & Kern, 2017).

In this study, the sense of school belonging
decreased over time, but this change was not sta-
tistically significant. Despite previous concerns about
the negative influence of Covid-19 on mental health,
curricular learning and school participation (EC JRC,
2020; Nearchou et al., 2020; OECD, 2021), this study
observed no impact of Covid-19 school closures on the
decrease in school belonging. This result might imply
that physical distancing alone may not have affected
decreased feelings of school belonging and that further
research is necessary to uncover the complex relation-
ship between Covid-19 school closures and sense of
belonging. Building on previous literature, despite the
challenges migrant students potentially encountered in
their school environments during Covid-19, they might
have been able to develop feelings of belonging other-
wise (Halse, 2018), for example, through connecting in
online spaces (Rowan et al., 2021). This finding may also
be related to the fact that interrupted schooling was not
necessarily a new experience for many migrant students
(Chang-Bacon, 2021), and that migrant students with
interrupted schooling are still able to maintain school
engagement (Potochnick, 2018). While further research
is necessary in this regard, it might be that some migrant
students are more familiar with abruptly changing school
arrangements and thus may develop and sustain school
belonging in ways that might not necessarily require a
continuous physical presence on school sites. Another
explanation could be that schools in this sample have
made sufficient efforts during Covid-19 to maintain con-
nections with migrant students and to sustain feelings
of belonging. Our field observations confirm that some
teachers made remarkable efforts to care for and con-
nect with migrant students, and these actions might have
made a difference in this sample. However, these obser-
vations were not registered quantitatively, and more
systematic quantitative research is, therefore, necessary
to conclude on this matter.

Previous research has often emphasised the role
of school belonging as a protective factor in wellbe-
ing (Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; Nuttman-Shwartz, 2019;
Scharpf et al., 2020). Some have asserted that men-
tal health problems also influence feelings of belonging
to school (Allen & Kern, 2017; Allen et al., 2018). This
study did not confirm a relationship between the change
in post-traumatic stress symptoms and the change in
school belonging using our whole sample. However,

interestingly, the sensitivity analysis showed a small neg-
ative influence of increasing post-traumatic stress symp-
toms on school belonging. At the same time, increasing
post-traumatic stress symptoms had almost no effect on
those who completed T2 assessment before Covid-19
school closures. This result means that it may be the
effect of increasing post-traumatic stress symptoms and
Covid-19 school closures together that negatively influ-
enced school belonging. However, this tendency was
detected in a small subset of data in three countries, and
not as an overall trend in the whole dataset. Therefore,
we do not aim to generalise these findings to other popu-
lations and note that larger-scale investigations are nec-
essary to make any conclusions on this matter. Future
research could also focus on the differences between
student groups who score within the clinical range of
post-traumatic stress disorder, and those who do not.

Furthermore, we were also interested in the effect
of perceived social support from family and friends in the
change in school belonging. This was important since pre-
vious research indicated that peer support had a positive
impact on school belonging (Allen et al., 2018; Ambrose,
2020; Ho et al., 2017), as well as family support at home
(Allen et al., 2018; Hu & Wu, 2020). Investigating the
effects of social support structures was also pertinent as
previous research indicates that migrant students experi-
enced challenges to participation in online teaching dur-
ing Covid-19 school closures (OECD, 2021; Primdahl et al.,
2021). This study did not detect any effect of perceived
social support in the change in school belonging. These
findings might be explained by the fact that belonging
specifically in school contexts is not only related to social
relationships, but also to other learning-related identifi-
cations such as curricular learning, learning motivation,
emotions, and efficacy (Allen et al., 2018; Fong Lam et al.,
2015; Pendergast et al., 2018). Academic belonging is
an important part of school belonging for migrant stu-
dents, as they often have high aspirations and ambitions
for learning and educational achievement (Devine, 2009;
Lynnebakke & Pastoor, 2020; Van Caudenberg et al.,
2020). For migrant students, there can be also other
points of belonging to a school, such as a place that pro-
vides routines and care, stability, and safety, or that rep-
resents a new way of life and educational opportunities
(De Jacolyn et al., 2021; Lynnebakke & Pastoor, 2020).
Further research is necessary to closely understand the
specific types of social support that impact migrant stu-
dents’ sense of school belonging.

Several methodological limitations to this study must
be considered. First, it is possible that we did not detect
any effect due to low statistical power related to low
sample size. Second, T2 assessments were conducted at
different points during home confinement. Feelings of
belonging might have been different after a few days,
a week, or many weeks away from school, and further
research could investigate what impact the time spent in
home confinement might have had on the changing feel-
ing of school belonging. Thirdly, the management of the
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Covid-19 school closures and efforts to maintain school
participation and feelings of belonging for migrant stu-
dents might have been very different across the various
countries. While statistically, we did not find school-level
differences in the sense of school belonging, the type
of schooling practices during Covid-19 school closures
might have had an important role, which is currently not
captured statistically by this study. Consequently, further
studies are needed to uncover how migrant students
experienced the changing schooling arrangements, such
as distance learning, online environment, and less physi-
cal contact with their friends and teachers, and how that
impacted their sense of school belonging. Qualitative
studies could reveal how migrant students gave mean-
ing to their experiences of belonging during Covid-19
school closures.

While the findings of this study are limited due to
the constraints listed above, they still provide impor-
tant contributions to the currently emerging scholarship
on Covid-19 school closures, belonging, and inclusion.
They pose crucial questions for future investigations
and may inspire researchers and practitioners to fur-
ther explore the nuanced ways in which migrant stu-
dents feel belonging to school during Covid-19. While
the findings of this study are relevant starting points for
future research, we do not claim that they can be gen-
eralised, due to the limitations mentioned above. What
we do point out with these findings is that belonging is a
complex experience, and does not function in the same
way for all students, and for migrant students in par-
ticular (Allen et al., 2018; Halse, 2018; Souto-Manning,
2021; Van Caudenberg et al., 2020; Yuval-Davis, 2004).
Therefore, migration-, Covid-19-, and school practice-
related components have to be considered in order to
provide a nuanced picture. Listening to migrant students
themselves about the specific barriers they encountered,
the practices that worked well for them during school
closures, and how they wish schools to foster belong-
ing is crucial for inclusion during the currently ongoing
Covid-19 pandemic. We suggest researchers and prac-
titioners think about belonging with an open mindset,
considering the many ways in which migrant students
can understand and develop belonging (Gao et al., 2019;
Halse, 2018) during Covid-19.
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