Amplifying Student Voice: How Connectedness and Academic Engagement
Shape Key Student Outcomes at an Urban Middle School

Kathleen Coutley, Amy Krenytzky, Tracey Tymczyszyn
Peabody College, Vanderbilt University

Summer, 2025



Table of Contents

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ..ottt 4
INTRODUCTION: WHO IS SUMMIT VIEW MIDDLE SCHOOQOLZ?.......... 10
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT AND PROBLEM OF PRACTICE......... 13
ProbIem Of PraCliCe .....cuoiiie et bbb e 14
LITERATURE REVIEW ... 18
TheoretiCal FOUNALIONS ........cc.oiiiiiiiieee e bbbt 30
Self-Determination THEOTY (SDT)...cuiiiciieiee it ie ettt ste e te e sre e neeere s e ssaesraenreens 30
ECological SYSLEMS TREOIY .....c.oiuiiiiiiiiiiici bbb 32
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ...ttt 35
KeY CONCEPLUAIIZALIONS. ......cviiiieiieiee ittt et e e te e sae e s reeste e beenaesraenrees 35
PROJECT QUESTIONS ... 40
PROJECT PURPOSE ...ttt 40
PROJECT DESIGN......oiiiiiiiiiie ittt 41
[ 221 = W O o] | =T« o S 41
SCRNOOI DL ... bbbttt bbb bbb b bbb h e e et nre 41
Voluntary Student QUESTIONNAITE ........cvieieiiiieiie et 41
Semi-Structured EAUCALOr INTENVIBWS .......c.oiuiiiiiiieiiee e 42
(D L= B g T 1Y £SO S 43
Data Transcription and COOING........c.viiiiiiiieiiee et e sre e sreeaeenes 43
FINDINGS ... e e ennes 46
RECOMMENDATIONS. ...t 112
Recommendation 1: Increase student self-efficacy by cultivating a culture of high expectations and high
1] o] 0 [0 o F T TP U PP OP PP 112
Recommendation 2: Implement a version of the SVP schoolwide. .........cc.ccooviviiveiiicicnnnn, 119

Recommendation 3: Redefine rigor through a school-wide vision for high quality work.... 121

LIMITATIONS ..o 126



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION ......cciiiiiiiiiiiceieer e 127

APPENDIX A e 130
APPENDIX B ..o 132
APPENDIX C ..o 133
APPENDIX D ..o 135

REFERENCES. ... .o 159



Amplifying student voice:

HOW Gonnectedness and
Academic Engagement
shape Key Student
ouicomes at an urban
Middie school

An EXecutive summary

Authored by:

Kathleen Coutley
Amy Krenytzky
Tracey Tymczyszyn

Vv

VANDERBILT
UNIVERSITY

Presented to:

Summit View Middle School

Summer 2025




summi
View
Middie school

Summit View Middle School, a pseudonym, is one of four public middle schools in alarge, urban district in the Pacific
Northwest. It serves approximately 610 students of diverse backgroundsin grades 6-8,with 637 of students
identified as lowincome and approximately 28% identified as multi-lingual learners (OSPI,2025). At Summit
View, minority enroliment is 90% of the student body ranking in the top 5% of the most diverse schoolsinthe
state (Niche,n.d.).

Overthe past decade, Summit View has faced mounting challenges. Once performing on par with peer schools,
it now ranksinthe bottom 107 statewide. Academic decline has been compounded by chronic absenteeismand
frequentdisciplinary incidents.Inthe 2022-2023 school year alone,the school recorded 164 fights, 79 physical
attacks,andissued 433 suspensions—225 of them out-of-school.

In2023,thebrutal attack ona Summit View teacher marked aturning point—a moment that shook the school
community toits core.For many, this tragedy was a symbol of how deeply things had unraveled at the school.

Probiem of Practice

REBUILD TRUST
Thefirst problem of practice for the Summit View Middle School team:rebuild trust with the community,
especially the youth. Whatis at stakeis not justthe reputation of aschool, but the heart of a community.

INTERPRET EXSISTING DATA
The second problem of practice focuses on the overwhelming amount of datathe new leadership team, still
rebuilding, is struggling to translate into meaningful action. The school collected a variety of data, but much of it
remained disconnected from students’ day-to- day realities, limiting its usefulness.

Project purpose

Summit View launched a Student Voice Program (SVP) as a promising step toward grounding school
improvement effortsin the lived experiences of students. To act more fully on this student- centered vision,and
toextenditsimpactthrough broader, systems- level change, our project aimed to:

1. Elevatetheperspectives of the students who feel the most disconnected and disengaged.

2. Assess theimpactofthe SVPasanintervention for school connectedness and academic
engagement.

3. Align quantitative datawith student narratives to drive the creation of evidence-driven
interventions.
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Research auestions

I. Whatis the relationship between Summit View
students’ perceptions of school connectedness
and academic engagement and their school
outcomes, specifically academic achievement,

behavior, and attendance?

.. What are the attitudes and beliefs of students
who participate in the Student VVoice Program
(SVP) or “Leadership” class toward meeting
behavioral and academic expectations at
school,and how do educators who observe
these programs perceive theirimpact on
student connectedness and engagement?

Research pesign

For our project, we analyzed existing school data on academics, behavior, attendance, and student
perceptions, then gathered new insights from SVP students and educator interviews. By listening
closely to student and staff voices, we identified meaningful patterns that caninform
recommendations for the school'simprovement plan.

To answer our project questions, we utilized both quantitative and
qualitative data, pairing each question with the appropriate type of
data and analysis method.

Student Perception Data

Academic Engagement &
School Outcomes

School OQutcome
Data

Connectedness & School
Outcomes

SVP Student Participant
Perception Data

SVP Program Perceptions

SVP Educator Perception
Data
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Key Findings

of achievement.

KF1 and take pride in doing their best work earn higher grades, have better

background.High expectations fromteachers and meaningful feedback
further reinforce these outcomes.

Academic engagement and self-efficacy are the strongest predictors

Students who are academically engaged, believe in their ability to succeed,

attendance, and are less likely to need behavior interventions regardless of

School connectedness supports attendance and academic
achievement, but its impact is strongest when paired with
engagement.

KE2 While feeling safe and connected is important; factors like belonging and
supportive teacher relationships have amore directinfluence on student
outcomes, especially attendance. Engagement not only strengthens

socioeconomic groups.

academic performance but also serves as aprotective factoracrossracial and

the multiple ecological systems that surround them.

well.

Students’ experiences at Summit View Middle School are influenced by

KF3 When responding to what motivates students to complete work to the best
of their ability, students most frequently identified three key influences:1) a
family member or their collective family; 2) grades; and 3) an innate desire to do

Educators perceive SVP as a catalyst for increased academic
engagement.

Educators perceived the leadership class to be a catalyst for increased
KF4 P " ,

meet behavioral and academic expectations.

student engagement by fostering ownership and autonomy, highlighting that
students developed greater confidence, responsibilities, and willingness to

“It has been both challenging and
rewarding. Challenging because of the
many work [ sic] we've done and
rewarding because of knowing that we are
helping the community.”

—SVP Student
“Leadership [ class] has made me more
[a]wake when doing work, like for
example: Tused tobevery lazy to do work
inmath, but when I joined leadership, it
gave me awaking [sic] call.
And now, I've been more engaged and
focusing on my work now.”
-SVP Student
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Increase student self-efficacy by cultivating a culture of high expectations and high
support.

Students in the Student Voice Program thrived with student-driven, real-world learning
supported by teachers who believed in them. The SVP’s culture of experimentation and
ownership led to noticeable gains in motivation, confidence, and self-efficacy—benefits that
could extend to all students. To build self-efficacy school-wide, we recommend systemic and
schoollevel changes rooted in authentic belief in students’ potential.

. Make belief in students’ potential a non-negotiable school value.
Use student voice as a core metric of success.
Hire and retain staff who demonstrate belief in all students.
Prioritize professional development on bias, relationships, and voice.

R1

Implement a version of the SVP schoolwide.

Our second recommendationis toimplement a version of the Student VVoice Program
schoolwide. Expanding opportunities for student voice beyond a single classroom could help
scale theimpact school-wide, potentially fostering the broader benefits associated with
democratic and inclusive school culture. The student feedback from the Leadership Class was
clear:asthey participated in the class, they thought more about their own actions, other people,
and school expectations. Itis not enough for only some students to experience the autonomy,
advocacy, and ownership fostered through the SVP-these opportunities should be accessible
to all. Inequities are only reaffirmed when access is limited, often to those who already benefit
from the system. Instead, expanding access to all students has the potential to elevate a broader
range of youth voices at SVMS, especially those who are too often left unheard.

« Increase access to the Leadership (SVP) class.

« Support the building of relationships between teachers and students.

« Provide accesstomentors for teachers and students during initialimplementation.

« Encourage students to hold each other accountable for behavior and academics.

R2

Redefine rigor through a school-wide vision for high quality work.

Our third recommendation focuses on redefining rigor by making expectations for high- quality
work clear, consistent, and student-driven. We know from our study—and from research—that
students who believe they can do their best work have significantly higher GPAs.For that to
happen consistently, students need to understand what “high-quality” actually looks like. That’s
why we're recommending a school-wide framework co- developed by teachers and students.

« Provide regular opportunities for revision and reflection on assignments.

« Commit to advisory support to monitor and coach progress on assignments (as part of

classroom routines).
« Create student/teacher generated rubrics, exemplars and criteria for success.
« Provide growth oriented feedback as part of instructional practice across all classrooms.

R3
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“Thisis not simply the reputation of a school, but
the heart of a community

that stillwants to believe -
believe in its kids,

believeinits educators,
believe in its future.”

—Principal, SVMS
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Who is Summit View Middle School?

Summit View Middle School is one of four public middle schools in a large, urban
district in the Pacific Northwest. It serves approximately 610 students of diverse backgrounds in
grades 6-8, with 63% of students identified as low income and approximately 28% identified as
multi-lingual learners (OSPI, 2025). At Summit View, minority enrollment is 90% of the student
body (majority Black, Hispanic and Asian) ranking in the top 5% of the most diverse schools in
the state (Niche, n.d.).

Figure 1.

Student Enrollment By Ethnicity

Hispanic/Latino
Asian or Asian/Pacific Islander
Black or African American

White

Ethnicity

Two or more races

Mative Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

American Indian or Alaska Native

0 5 10 15 20 25
Percentage (%)

Source: US News, 2024
Summit View is located in Hillcrest, a neighborhood in an unincorporated region of Evergreen
County in the Pacific Northwest. The Hillcrest -West Ridge community has a rich history of

social activism, community partnerships, and inclusion. Hillcrest is rich with small businesses,

including restaurants from around the world. Hillcrest community members are passionate about



11

community growth, working together to minimize the effects of gentrification. They even have
their own water supply! Despite this strength, there has been limited county investment in
infrastructure and economic development, including fewer commercial developments, limited
jobs, and inadequate public services. Hillcrest -West Ridge once had a vibrant downtown with
pharmacies, gift shops, grocery stores, and local hangouts. Over time, however, the lack of
investment in Evergreen County infrastructure (such as transit routes) made it difficult for
patrons to reach the local businesses, shuttering the neighborhood center. As an unincorporated
area, the community does not have its own city government, and the county is often slow to
address community needs, including responding to crime, especially youth violence.

Nevertheless, Hillcrest has a powerful history in the neighborhood. In the late 1980s, the
school district closed the school, later to be sued by a group of Hillcrest - West Ridge families
alleging racial discrimination. Concerned about racism in the district’s schools, families formed
the Evergreen Black Parents Association to pressure the district to reopen Summit View. While
Summit View has often been upheld as a symbol of local pride, that pride has not come without
effort. Beneath the surface, community members have had to fight to keep it alive - organizing,
advocating, and stepping in when support wavered (Wilson, 1992).

Despite the deep sense of passion and community in Hillcrest, years of disinvestment,
paired with a regional rise in youth violence, have hit the neighborhood especially hard. While
the challenges at Summit View are not unique to the region, their impact is often deeper. A quick
Google search of “Summit View” or “Hillcrest” does not reflect the community’s brilliance.
Instead, it paints an ugly, one-dimensional picture, ignoring the resilience that defines the people

who live there, reducing an urban community to headlines and statistics.
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COVID-19 had a profound impact on the Summit View community. Prior to the
pandemic, Summit View performed on par with other middle schools serving similar populations
(OSPI, 2018). But in the years since, the effects of disruption, disconnection, and trauma have
compounded - leaving Summit View among the bottom ten percent of middle schools in the state
(OSPI, 2025).

Figure 2

Summit View Middle School Statewide Ranking: Pre- and Post- COVID Comparison
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Source Data: Evergreen County Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction

Today, only about 15% of students meet standards in Math, and just over 20% in
English/Language Arts (OSPI, 2025). Regular attendance hovers around 60% and, in the wake of
COVID-19, students and staff alike describe the Summit View hallways as “out of control” with

fighting, drug use, and high levels of profanity (Anonymous educator interview, personal
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communication, 2025). The challenges facing Summit View today limit opportunities for

students and fuel the false narrative that stigmatizes the community.

Organizational Context and Problem of Practice

Organizational Context

In 2023, the brutal attack on a Summit View teacher marked a turning point - a moment
that shook the community to its core. For many, the attack was not simply a tragedy, but a
symbol of how deeply things had unraveled. In the aftermath, Summit View Middle School
found itself at the center of a storm - not just of media attention, but of community grief, fear,
and anger. The teacher’s attack marked the pinnacle of a series of concerns long expressed by
Summit View educators about the school’s lack of structure and support (Evergreen Education
Association, personal communication, April, 2023). Since returning from the pandemic, teachers
filed multiple letters of concern, arguing that the discipline system failed to support students or
teachers. The principal left in December of 2022 (Leung, 2023) and the halls became flooded
with students skipping class, fighting, and using drugs (Anonymous Educator, personal
communication, April, 2025). Inside the classroom, the pedagogy and curriculum failed to
captivate students’ attention, resulting in disengagement and disruptive behaviors (Anonymous
Educator, personal communication, April, 2025). The students began to internalize a disparaging
narrative, ‘These kids are bad,” and ‘This school is ghetto,” (Anonymous Educator, personal
communication, April, 2025). Comments such as, “Students in crisis are falling through the
cracks,” and “Several incidents in the past week have highlighted the potential threat of violence

toward our students and the school community...EEA members have voiced concerns around not
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being aware of these potentially dangerous situations,” were shared as educators cried out for

help (Anonymous Educators, personal communication, October, 2022 and April, 2024).

Problem of Practice

Beyond the grievances, the fights, and the blood-stained hallways, a community of
educators and district leaders, including the teacher who endured the attack, remained committed
to the future of Summit View. The educators felt that the school model alienated students from
the educational process, fostering a sentiment of disconnect and disinterest towards school
(Anonymous Educator, personal communication, 2025). Many also felt as though this
contributed to a marginalizing narrative, threatening the entire Hillcrest - West Ridge community
and its BIPOC residents (Anonymous Community Member, personal communication, 2025).
After a challenging and emotionally draining year marked by trauma and disappointment, many
staff felt overwhelmed and exhausted, with little energy or desire to support the incoming
administration over the summer. Students themselves lacked confidence in the school, advising
incoming youth to “stay in your lane, so you don’t get jumped” (Anonymous Educator, personal
communication, 2025) and questioning why anyone, including the new administration, would
willingly come to Summit View Middle School.

Leaders, alongside the Summit View Middle School (SVMS) community, are working to
rebuild what was lost - not just safety protocols, but something harder to restore: trust. What is at
stake is not just the reputation of a school, but the heart of a community that still wants to believe
in its kids, its educators, and its future. Therefore, the school's first problem of practice is to
rebuild trust with the community, especially with the youth. Additionally, the new leadership

team, still rebuilding, faces an overwhelming amount of data. Because they have struggled to
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make sense of it and translate it into meaningful action, we have made that our second problem
of practice.

Our project aims to support Summit View’s leadership team in crafting a school
improvement plan that bridges the gap between data and student experience by examining the
relationship between students' perceptions of school and school outcomes. While the school
collects a variety of data, much of it remains disconnected from the students’ day-to-day
realities, limiting its usefulness in designing effective, student-centered interventions.
Recognizing this disconnect, Summit View launched a Student VVoice Program (SVP) as a
promising step toward grounding school improvement efforts in the lived experiences of
students. Sparked by early successes, where students and teachers co-designed solutions to
school-wide challenges and reignited a sense of purpose among staff, the SVP has since become
central to the school’s evolving theory of change. As an intervention for chronic absenteeism, a
lack of engagement (evidenced by failure to complete work), and persistent social-emotional and
behavioral challenges, the school developed a trimester-long elective course called “Leadership”
for 8""-grade students rooted in the International Baccalaureate Middle Years Programme’s
Community Project framework (International Baccalaureate, 2015). This course, taken by
approximately 90 students throughout the school year, empowers students to tackle pressing
community issues, many of which originate within the school, through inquiry, collaboration,
and action. By centering student voice in learning and problem-solving, the course reflects the
school's effort to create an intervention that builds agency through shared power and
responsibility. In doing so, the school aims to strengthen students’ sense of engagement and

connectedness by making them active participants in shaping their school environment. To act
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more fully on this student-centered vision, and to extend its impact through broader, systems-
level change, our project aims to:

1. Elevate the perspectives of the students who feel the most disconnected and

disengaged.

2. Assess the impact of the “Leadership” class as an intervention for school

connectedness and academic engagement.

3. Align quantitative data with student narratives to drive the creation of evidence-

driven interventions.
Findings will inform Summit View’s school improvement plan, guide the strategic use of Title |
and High Poverty funds, and support more inclusive, data-informed decision-making. As Summit
View develops their 2025 Continuous Improvement Plan, the district and school seek a deeper
understanding of the data in the following key areas:

Student Connection and Relationship to School Outcomes: If a student feels more
connected to school, do they have better attendance? Better grades? Better behavior? While the
district (and the school) provides programming focused on increasing student voice and student
connection to the school, there is limited data or research supporting how these programs shape
student outcomes.

Student Perception of Academic Engagement: A significant number of students fail to
complete work on time. The school seeks a deeper understanding of how SVMS students
perceive academic work and what motivates their engagement. Are students doing their best
work? Do they feel supported? Understanding how students experience academic expectations
can provide insight into teaching practices that impact motivation.

Staff Perception of Student Connectedness: Students understand their school and
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community through their own experiences and perceptions. Staff, however, have different
perceptions of the student experience, and this may impact their interactions and relationships.
Understanding the staff perspective can provide insight into both qualitative and quantitative
observed outcomes.

Data Connections: Budget constraints leave Summit View, along with the Evergreen
School District, with fewer resources. Understanding what data is needed to evaluate program
effectiveness can help Summit View and the school district decide what programs to keep and
how to modify or eliminate programs that have limited impact on the student experience.
The Evergreen School District’s Department of Student Support Services will benefit directly
from this project by developing a deeper understanding of the student experience, particularly
from the voices of historically underserved youth. The project will identify trends that can be
explored districtwide as the department seeks to increase engagement from all secondary
students, particularly those in middle school. Most importantly, the project will strengthen the
leadership team’s ability to work with complex data and work alongside the youth in continuous

improvement efforts.

Inherent in this project is the assumption that increasing student voice and connectedness
to school will have a positive relationship with students’ motivation to engage academically and
behaviorally at school. Our hypothesized theory of change is that if Summit View Middle School
increases students’ sense of school connectedness and provides meaningful opportunities for
student voice through targeted interventions like the Student VVoice Program (also known as
“Leadership class”), then students will experience greater autonomy, competency, and

connection, leading to measurable improvements in academic achievement, reduced discipline
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referrals, and improved attendance. The hope is that the effect will be most evident among
students who previously felt unheard or disengaged. Articulating the nature and directionality of
this relationship will enable the Evergreen School District, along with Summit View Middle

School, to allocate and secure funding for related programming based on these findings.

Literature Review

School Climate

Within the ecological systems that shape student experiences, school climate serves as a
critical layer of the environment, influencing daily proximal processes, including how teachers
perceive students and the learning environment, how students perceive school connectedness and
the microsystem overall. School climate; the physical, social, and emotional facets of the school
environment; plays an important role in student achievement, particularly for adolescents in
middle school (Buehler et al., 2015; Voight, 2015; Way et al., 2007). Some researchers argue
that the perception of school safety and the feeling of connection to both adults and fellow peers
predicts a student’s academic performance (Cohen et al., 2009; Voight, 2015). Other researchers
argue that climate perception serves as a moderator (Hopson & Lee, 2011). The directionality,
however, is under debate (Benbenishty et al., 2016; Voight et al., 2024; Zysberg & Schwabsky,
2021). Voight’s 2004 longitudinal study illustrated that this trend occurs only at the elementary
and middle school level.

Once students reach high school, Voight et al. (2024) argue that the directionality is
reversed. Similarly, Benbenishty et al.’s 2016 quantitative study shows a causal link between
academic growth and improvement in school climate. School climate, however, is based on

individual perceptions, and lived experiences can shift those perceptions. When understanding
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climate research, researchers must consider the unit of analysis, mainly the student, and how the
student’s experience might differ across a school based on race, class, or language ability.
Arguably, it could be considered a form of deficit-based research (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002), if
the ecological contexts are not considered when engaging in school climate research.

The literature suggests that different learning ecologies facilitate different affordances.
Voight’s 2015 study, as an example, examines the inter-racial disparity in student experience and
links this student experience to student achievement. Problematic, however, is the result which
illustrates that safety and connectedness scored low across all high poverty schools and therefore
could not be identified as a predictor of achievement in these contexts (Voight, 2015; Voight et
al., 2024; Voight & Nation, 2016). The study’s results appear to be more conclusive for low-
poverty schools across racial lines rather than high-poverty schools. Ultimately, while school
climate has a positive impact on academic achievement, limited research supports causality
(Berkowitz et al., 2017). Certain climate dimensions identified by youth in youth participatory
action research studies, however, are worthy of further exploration: physical and psychological
safety (Buehler et al., 2015; Cohen et al., 2009; Voight, 2015; Voight et al., 2024), relationships
with peers (Voight, 2015; Voight & Nation, 2016), relationships with adults (Bottiani et al.,
2017; Buehler et al., 2015.; Giraldo-Garcia et al., 2023; Kosir & Tement, 2014; Voight &
Nation, 2016), disciplinary environment (Giraldo-Garcia et al., 2023; Voight, 2015; Voight &
Nation, 2016) and academic programming (Buehler et al., 2015; Giraldo-Garcia et al., 2023).

These dimensions serve as critical inputs that shape students’ connectedness and opportunities



20

for voice.

School Climate and Academic Outcomes

Given the central role that school climate plays in shaping opportunities for
connectedness and voice, it is important to consider how these background conditions connect to
academic outcomes. The literature consistently links perceived self-efficacy with academic
achievement (Zimmerman, 2000; Froiland & Worrell, 2016; Zysberg & Schwabsky, 2021),
raising questions about how school climate helps or hinders academic growth. A study conducted
by Robbins et al., 2004, illustrates that both “achievement motivation” (p. 264) and “academic
self-efficacy” (p. 264) are strong predictors of GPA in college students. Similar results linked
self-efficacy and grade point average, arguing that self-efficacy predicts grade point average
even when controlling for gender and other factors (Brashi, 2022; Ismail et al., 2017; Multon et
al., 1991), although these studies primarily work with elementary, high school, and/or college-
aged youth. The directionality between climate perceptions and academic achievement, however,
remains under debate (Benbenishty et al., 2016; Voight et al., 2024; Zysberg & Schwabsky,
2021). Traditionally, it has been assumed that school climate predicts academic achievement
(Cohen et al., 2009; Voight, 2015). However, Benbenishty et al. (2016) suggest that improved
academic performance may actually predict better school climate.

Similarly, Zysberg & Schwabsky’s (2021) study showed that while two subscales of the
climate measure (sense of belonging and interpersonal relationships) associated positively with
academic self-efficacy, the same two measures did not correlate with academic achievement.
They did find, however, a positive association between academic self-efficacy and academic

achievement. The literature, however, does not fully explain these findings. Benbenishty et al.
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(2016) reference Kosir and Tement’s (2014) study as a possible explanation for this result,
suggesting that students' academic performance influences how teachers perceive them, and this
perception impacts the student-teacher relationship (p.203). If a teacher assumes a student can
achieve, they are more likely to provide them with more rigorous content instruction and
additional support. Thus, a stronger relationship between teachers and students leads to more
academic self-efficacy, which subsequently improves the school climate. This dynamic
interaction reflects the reciprocal relationships across microsystems (e.g. student-teacher
relationships) that influence feelings of competency and therefore motivation.

Zysberg and Schwabsky’s (2021) study also found that demographic variables such as
gender or income level did not associate with any outcome variable in the model. Surprisingly,
the school violence component of the climate measure also failed to associate with any outcome
variable in the model. These results illustrate that academic self-efficacy and school climate may
limit the impact of background variables on achievement. Again, through an ecological lens, this
finding underscores the importance of strengthening proximal processes, such as supportive
relationships and high-quality instruction, that directly shape student development despite
broader contextual disadvantages. That said, acknowledging the potential for a bidirectional
relationship between self-efficacy and academic achievement raises questions about how systems
interact over time.

Beyond school climate factors, democratic school cultures foster a climate characterized
by strengthened relationships and high levels of motivation. Gonzalez et al. (2021) linked
democratic school culture to student well-being, while Ott et al. (2023) argue that the foundation
for this correlation is opportunities for authentic participation within the school. A 2022

quantitative study by Graham et al. found a significant correlation between well-being and the
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opportunities for youth to have voice, influence, choice, and intergenerational collaborative
opportunities with educators, further reinforcing the importance of multiple ecological layers in

shaping student motivation.

Teacher Expectations

Teacher expectations serve as a key mechanism through which school climate shapes the
student experience. Teachers with low expectations provide fewer opportunities for students to
learn (Weinstein, 2002; Li and Rubie-Davies 2015; Rubie-Davies 2007; Wang et al. 2019). In
her 2006 study, Rubie-Davies followed students with high-expectation and low-expectation
teachers over the course of a year. While she found no statistically significant difference between
the groups’ self-perception at the start of the school year, self-perception in low-expectation
classrooms dropped significantly by the end. Benner and Mistry (2007) found that both teacher
and parent expectations influenced students’ self-efficacy, perceptions of academic competence,
and overall academic outcomes. Conversely, Timmerman et al. (2016) found that a teacher’s
perception of a student’s self-efficacy impacted the teacher’s expectations. Regardless of the
directionality, self-efficacy is strongly associated with academic achievement (Yeung et al.,
2013; Hwang et al., 2016). Haimovitz and Dweck (2017) link self-efficacy to a strong growth
mindset. Their research suggests that students who learn to utilize a growth mindset have higher
achievement and improved motivation, both of which lead to high self-efficacy. Understanding
the relationship between expectation and self-efficacy is critical for understanding the conditions
necessary to foster high levels of competency among middle school youth, as well as for
examining how school systems interact to shape these expectations. In a study specifically with

middle school students, Alder (2002) found that students performed better when they perceived
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their teachers as both caring and having high expectations. In a similar study, Wang & Holcombe
(2010) found a reciprocal relationship between teachers’ expectations of students and students’
confidence in meeting schoolwide behavioral and academic expectations. In sum, teacher

expectations play a pivotal role in shaping the proximal processes that impact student motivation.

School Belonging/Connectedness

Closely tied to teacher expectations is students’ sense of school belonging and
connectedness. The concept of school connectedness, also used interchangeably with school
belonging (Korpershoek et al., 2019; Sakellariou, 2025), emerges as a key lens to understand
how students experience academic support, autonomy, and meaningful relationships within the
school environment. Feeling a sense of belonging can be a powerful motivator that shapes
engagement at school (Dunleavy & Burke, 2019; Ma, 2003). School belonging, defined by
Goodenow (1983), is “the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included
and supported by others in the school environment” (p. 80). School belonging enhances students’
motivation, self-efficacy, and engagement (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Kiefer et al., 2015;
Osterman, 2000; Perry & Lavins-Merillat, 2018) while reducing absenteeism and dropout rates
(Korpershoek et al., 2020). It is also tied to mental health (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ma, 2003;
Korpershoek et al., 2020; Loukas et al., 2010) and well-being (Arslan et al., 2020; Goodenow &
Grady, 1993) along with course grades and academic effort (Goodenow, 1991, 1993;
Korpershoek et al., 2020). It has been seen as a protective factor in early adolescence and can
improve student behavior (Loukas et al., 2010). Way et al (2007) found that subtle factors such

as shifts in student—teacher relationships or peer relationships can strengthen perceptions of
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school connectedness. This is likely to have various psychological and behavioral implications.

Transition to Middle School

A sense of belonging is particularly important in middle school, as the transition to
secondary education is a critical period of heightened vulnerability characterized by significant
social, emotional, and academic changes (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Eccles & Wigfield, 1997;
Jackson & Davis, 2000; Schexnaildre, 2012; U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Research
shows that the transition leads to academic decline: approximately 40% of students experience
setbacks in literacy and 34% show no progress in math (Galton et al., 1999). Vulnerable
students, such as those receiving special education services, free or reduced-priced lunch, or
those from single-parent homes, are disproportionately impacted (Akos et al., 2015). In addition
to academic challenges, middle school transition is associated with reduced school engagement
(Galvéan et al., 2011), increased disciplinary incidents (Theriot & Dupper, 2010), and a decline in
students’ sense of belonging (Anderman, 2003). National surveys highlight this concern with
51% of secondary students feeling disconnected from their schools and only 28% of students
feeling their opinion is represented in major decisions and policy considerations at the school
level (NASSP, 2022).

Historically, middle school has been identified as a time when students’ attitudes toward
school become more negative (Yamamoto et al., 1969; Epstein & McPartland, 1976; Wigfield et
al., 1991). The literature suggests that this is driven by greater academic and social demands
(Eccles, et al., 1993), rising levels of depressive symptoms and behavior problems, and declining
self-esteem (Mischel & Kitsantas, 2020; Way et al, 2007). Students also perceive a change in

affordances. While students often view teachers as friendly, they also perceive them as overly
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controlling, limiting opportunities for peer interactions (Conderman, et al., 2013).

In middle school, the social environment heavily influences motivation and engagement.
Factors such as teacher support, peer collaboration, classroom norms, and competitiveness shape
the conditions for engagement to occur (Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Froiland &Worrell, 2016).
Students who perceive strong social and academic support are more engaged and hopeful about
their academic futures (Juvonen & Murdock, 1995; Ryan, Gheen, & Midgley, 1998; Gallup,
2016). However, disruptions to social networks and struggle with self-image can hinder students’
ability to connect socially during this transition (Wigfield et al, 1991; Froiland & Worrell, 2016).

When schools fail to meet students’ developmental need for belonging, through positive
relationships, supportive programming, and a safe environment; academic motivation and
engagement suffer (Healey & Stroman, 2020). Middle school students may disengage from
academics, withdraw from peer collaboration, and experience declining performance (Kiefer et
al., 2015). Together, these findings illustrate how the transition to middle school can disrupt
students’ sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, while also reflecting the broader
ecological changes across multiple systems that critically shape students’ development during

this vulnerable period.

Student Voice

In addition to belonging and connectedness, elevating student voice serves as a critical
protective factor, supporting autonomy by empowering youth to actively shape their educational
experience. A 2024 quantitative study by Conner et al. linked student voice practices (described
as student participation in decision-making) to higher self-reported student engagement and

reduced chronic absenteeism. This effect occurred even when only one teacher implemented
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these practices. Student voice initiatives benefit the entire school community, including
educators (Cook-Sather, 2006; Taines, 2014). In Taines's (2014) study, teachers reported
experiencing personal growth and learning as they collaborated with students to foster change
within the school. Student voice opportunities also enhance feelings of self-efficacy and
increased perceived agency for youth, creating meaningful pathways for them to share power and
contribute to decision-making processes (Conner et al., 2024; Lac & Cumings Mansfield, 2018).
Mitra (2003) demonstrated that when students guide teachers through their lived experience, and
teachers willingly listen, a stronger bond of mutual understanding is developed. Voight (2015),
found that this reciprocal partnership improved relationships between students and educators and
between students themselves. These strengthened relationships foster a sense of school
connectedness and create the conditions for relatedness to develop.

As teachers provide students with more opportunities to contribute to the operations in
the classroom, students become more willing to share ideas for school improvement and
experience a boost in confidence (Conner et al., 2024). De Roiste et al. (2010) linked school
participation to school enjoyment and higher perceived academic performance. Gonzalez et al.
(2021) found similar results.

A 2024 quantitative study illustrates that students who have more voice in the school,
either through discussion or influence, have a more positive attitude towards contributing and
listening to others as they engage in conversations across lines of difference. Voice through
influence was particularly salient, shaping positive attitudes towards democratic engagement
(Rinnooy Kan et al., 2024). Valimaki et al. (2024) found that student voice practices were rarely
mentioned in their analysis of school handbooks and websites, suggesting that this initiative is

not a high priority in most schools. While schools often have structures to promote student voice,
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such as student councils, these structures have less power and serve more of a social function
(Mcfarland & Starmanns, 2009). Vamartya Sen’s work on “human agency” emphasizes the
importance of people’s ability to act around issues that matter to them. Sen argues this is a “core
ingredient of positive social change” (Sen, 2011, p. 53). Students want to have a voice, influence
decisions, exercise choice, and collaborate with adults to address school issues (Graham et al.,
2022).

Graham et al. (2022) explore how meaningful participation in school is a strong predictor
of student well-being, explaining 49% of the variance (p<.001), even when controlling for
disability status and year in school. Among the various forms of participation, collaboration was
the most powerful predictor of well-being. However, simply expressing an opinion without
follow-up action did not have a statistically significant effect. For voice to positively impact
well-being, it must be linked to meaningful outcomes or influence. The study also found that
40% of the variance in well-being was shared between predictor variables, suggesting that
opportunities for students to share their perspectives and work together to solve school problems
can foster greater well-being (Graham et al., 2022).

Finally, elevating youth voice creates opportunities to challenge dominant narratives by
reshaping interactions within the broader ecological systems that influence students’
development. In his series of ethnographic studies in Our Schools Suck (2009), Alonso
demonstrates that when youth of color in low-income neighborhoods are given a platform to
express their views, they cite inadequate school conditions, low academic standards, and
insufficient resources as primary reasons for academic disengagement. This perspective

challenges the dominant narrative about the "achievement gap," shifting the focus to systemic
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issues rather than attributing the gap to students' attitudes or identities.

Continuum of Student Voice

Several conceptual models are used to frame student voice, including Mitra's (2018)
pyramid of student participation, which ranges from listening to shared leadership; Lundy's
(2018) influential model, which emphasizes the dimensions of space, voice, audience, and
influence; and Hart's Ladder of Participation (1992), grounded in Children's Participation
Theory, which delineates eight levels of engagement ranging from youth-initiated projects in
collaboration with educators to tokenism and other forms of non-participation (Ronayne Sohr et
al., 2020). Participation, however, is governed by a student’s position within their learning
ecology (Gal, 2017). Building on Bronfenbrenner’s model, at the macro level, students’ desire to
participate is moderated by how society values their participation. At the micro level, teachers
and school staff send messages about the degree to which participation is wanted or needed
within the school context.

Schools must attend to the power dynamics between students and educators as they
generate solutions and choose who to engage in problem-solving. Lac and Cummings-Mansfield
(2018) found that efforts to lead social justice initiatives leveraging student voice remained
adult-centered rather than student-led. Additional studies found that in settings where student
voice initiatives were implemented, participation was often limited to those who already
benefited from the system, rather than those who were likely to be marginalized (Gal, 2017;
Gazit & Perry-Hazan, 2023). This occurred because adults selected which students were allowed
to participate. Studies by Connor et al. (2024) and Mitra (2018) supported the same conclusion.

Silva’s 2001 study warned about the dangers of recreating the same inequities if
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educators fail to consider power and how it is distributed in conversation and collaboration with
youth. Ronayne Sohr et al. (2020) explore the challenges of incorporating student voice into
curriculum creation or co-design, highlighting how such practices can inadvertently reinforce
institutional hierarchies and limit both the epistemic and regulative aspects of student agency.
The authors argue that using microgenetic interactional methods can reveal subtle conversational
dynamics that establish power structures within discourse. This approach enables researchers and
practitioners to make small adjustments that can disrupt power imbalances as participants
continually negotiate their roles within partnerships (Ronayne Sohr et al., 2020).

Fielding (n.d.) asserts that when leveraging student voice, it is essential to help youth
contextualize their experiences within the broader inequities of the system rather than viewing
them as personal failings or the failings of their peers. This approach can prevent the
perpetuation of meritocratic and individualistic mindsets, enabling youth to understand and
critically analyze the roots and mechanisms of injustice. Fielding acknowledges that this may
frustrate the youth as they are conditioned to respond to institutional norms. This process aligns
with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory by recognizing that individual experiences
are deeply shaped by the interactions between personal, social, and systemic forces across
multiple ecological layers. Teachers and schools, therefore, have the power to reshape how these

layers interact.

Barriers to Authentic Student Voice and Participatory Decision-Making

Students must be appropriately positioned to enable meaningful decision-making (Lac &
Cumings-Mansfield, 2018). Schools must avoid tokenizing student voices (Hart, 1992; Mitra,

2018). According to Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992), tokenism is among the lowest levels
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of genuine participation. However, Lundy (2018) suggests that tokenism can be a starting point
for fostering student voice. She also cautions that tokenism may be used as a justification to
avoid fully integrating student voice into school structures. Often, schools lack the structures and
mechanisms to implement youth ideas and maintain authentic engagement and collaboration
between educators and students (Fielding, 2004). Without these structures, student participation
and input into school leadership may be seen as surveillance and undermine trust with teachers.

Conner’s 2022 study revealed a gap between teachers' advocacy for student voice and
their implementation of voice initiatives. Although teachers acknowledged the importance of
student input, they often failed to deliver on these promises. Key barriers included a reluctance to
relinquish control in the classroom, time constraints, doubts about students' maturity, and a lack
of motivation to change established practices.

Finally, the orientation of the school leader towards participatory decision-making by
youth plays a crucial role in shaping the outcomes (Gazit & Perry-Hazan, 2023). Principals of
schools lacking established youth participatory structures were more hesitant to grant students
influence. Addressing these barriers requires an acknowledgement of the multi-layered systems
that influence student participation, including understanding how various stakeholders influence

the allocation of power within each system.

Theoretical Foundations

In order to better make sense of these impacts, this study is guided by two theoretical

frameworks, Self-Determination Theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

SDT argues that people have three major psychological needs: a need for competency, a
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need for connection, and a need for autonomy. When people feel competent and have their needs
met in these areas, they know how to achieve certain outcomes and feel a sense of efficacy. In
turn, this increases intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2020). When people
feel connected to the members of their community or have a sense of “relatedness,” (p.73) they
feel cared for, leading to feelings of belongingness. When people feel in control of their
decisions, they feel autonomous, which leads to a sense of “self-endorsement” (p. 70) of one’s
behavior, thereby increasing motivation. Conversely, when those psychological needs are not
met, or are controlled by others, motivation and self-efficacy decline (Ryan & Deci, 2020).
School communities must foster autonomy, relatedness, and competency to keep youth
motivated and engaged in school. Inherent in Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is the belief that
people have the “propensity to be curious” (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 133). Yet, far too often,
schools introduce elements of control that limit student voice, breaking down relationships
between students and teachers. School and district policies may also limit teacher autonomy and
voice, stifling educator creativity and hindering the natural, self-motivated processes that are
essential for deep, meaningful learning to occur. In these environments, teachers try and force
learning to occur, creating classroom environments where youth feel bored, anxious, and
alienated (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Guay, 2021). SDT argues that this phenomenon can be
prevented. If youth and educators feel autonomous, connected (often used interchangeably with
relatedness for the purpose of this study), and competent, it can foster intrinsic motivation and
greater overall well-being (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Intrinsic motivation, in
turn, has shown to predict higher self-efficacy and increased student engagement. Self-efficacy

and engagement together predicted higher achievement (GPA) (Froiland & Worrell, 2016; Ryan
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& Deci, 2020).

Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological framework for human development will be used as
the theoretical framework to describe how ecological systems within and surrounding a school
can foster a sense of autonomy, relatedness and competency. Within this framework,
Bronfenbrenner posits that children are impacted by the immediate family system, the school
system, and the community system. He argues that children are significantly impacted by their
interactions and relationships with schools, but each student is also intertwined within a variety
of other micro-, meso-, exo- and macrosystems. Human development, Bronfenbrenner asserts, is
complex and shaped by the interplay of these systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Allen et al.
(2016) later applied ecological systems theory to school belonging, presenting relationships with
parents, peers and teachers as a critical part of the microsystem, school rules and practices as a
component of the mesosystem, the community as a part of the exosystem and school policy as a
component of the macrosystem. A later study reinforced the importance of relationships
throughout all layers of the socio-ecological framework (Allen et al., 2018), reinforcing
Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s emphasis on “proximal processes” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006, p. 798) as the primary mediators through which environmental contexts influence youth

engagement.

Microsystem Influence.

Bronfenbrenner asserts that close, supportive relationships are key to a child’s
development.

In order to develop normally, a child requires progressively more complex joint activity
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with one or more adults who have an irrational emotional relationship with the child.

Somebody’s got to be crazy about that kid. That’s number one. First, last and always,

(Bronfenbrenner, 1970, p. 5).
These positive relationships must occur on an “enduring” and frequent basis and serve as the
“primary engines of development” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1979, p. 5). To impact
development, Bronfenbrenner and Morris argue that these “proximal processes” (p. 797) must
become “increasingly more complex” (p. 798) and have “some degree of reciprocity in the
exchange” (p. 798). This highlights the importance of the microsystem relationships that increase
competency, reinforce autonomy and foster a sense of relatedness at school (El Zaatari &

Maalouf, 2022).

Mesosystem Influence.

Youth develop as they move between contexts, both inside and outside of school
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). They move between home, school and community as well as between
classrooms and other spaces within the school (Allen et al., 2016). Bronfenbrenner & Morris
(2006) call these interactions “proximal processes” (p. 798). They occur at both the micro- and
meso-level as youth interact with educators, each other, and the school building itself. As youth
move between classrooms, it becomes critical that the same values are fostered throughout all
environments, both inside the classrooms and on the walls. Equally important is the need to seek
feedback from the youth across these different spaces, recognizing that each student has their

own unigue subjective experience (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

Exosystem and Macrosystem Influence.

The broader social context, including the economic, social and political context, has a
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powerful influence on youth in schools (Bronfenbrenner, 1970; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
As youth at Summit View navigate poverty, systemic racism, and/or fear of deportation, these
macro- and exo- influences mediate feelings of belonging and safety and influence how a student
shows up to school. To respond, the school must be intentional about the affordances it provides

and who has access to them.

Chronosystem.

Youth are also impacted by the changing social context, both within and outside of
school (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). As adolescent youth change and develop, so does their
environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Youth may experience many changes over time such as
moving, loss of a loved one, and/or divorce. They may also experience social and historical shifts
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, immigration policy, police brutality, attacks on trans and
LGTBQ+ communities, rise of artificial intelligence, the influx of social media, and school
shootings. These shifting contexts impact every system, influencing how students interact with
their families, their peers, and their broader community.

When considering the complex interplay of these systems, Summit View Middle School
must remain deeply committed to fostering a culture of inclusivity that empowers student voice
(autonomy), builds trusting relationships (relatedness), and builds meaningful opportunities for
success (competency). Each person within, and adjacent to, the school plays a role in each of the

systems contributing to a culture of connectedness and belonging.
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Conceptual Framework
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Our conceptual framework guided our understanding of how Summit View Middle
School can shape academic achievement, discipline, attendance, and students’ attitudes and
beliefs about school. Nested in Self Determination Theory (SDT) and Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory, the framework helped us examine how student-centered practices
operate within broader structures and ecological systems. This model emphasizes the layered
relationship between environmental conditions (structures), interpersonal interactions

(processes), and student outcomes. It informed both our whole-school lens and our focused
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analysis of a single intervention: the Student VVoice Program (SVP).

Central to our model is three basic psychological needs - autonomy, relatedness, and
competency. When these needs are met, students internalize goals and build the confidence
necessary to pursue and achieve those goals, an essential foundation for self-efficacy (Ryan &
Deci, 2000; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). At the heart of our model is self-efficacy, a student’s belief
in their ability to succeed (Hwang et al., 20150). Self-efficacy is strengthened when students
experience autonomy, competency, and relatedness. These core needs are met through consistent
and meaningful interactions (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) in the school environment that
mediate the relationship between students’ daily school experiences and their academic,
behavioral, and social development.

We identify two key inputs that shape the student experience: school and classroom
structures and school and classroom processes. School structures are the institutional
arrangements or conditions that organize how teaching and learning occur in schools
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2009; Fielding, 2004; Cohen et al., 2009; Zeldin
et al., 2014; Mitra, 2007). These arrangements and affordances frame the student experience.
Key structures in our model include student voice programs (Mitra, 2007; Zeldin et al., 2014),
shared decision-making and collaboration models (Gonzalez et al., 2021; Ott et al., 2023),
grading policies, curriculum (Rubie-Davies, 2007; Buehler et al., 2015), disciplinary practices,
and consistent expectations (Cohen et al., 2009; Voight et al., 2024). School processes, on the
other hand, are the routines and interactions within and across the school’s structures that shape
the student experience (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Mitra, 2003; Ronayne Sohr et al., 2020;
Ryan & Deci, 2020; Fielding, 2004; Gonzalez et al., 2021). These processes include student and

adult learning partnerships (Mitra, 2003; Conner et al., 2024; Hammond, 2015), feedback loops
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(Ronayne Sohr et al., 2020; Hammond, 2015), curriculum co-creation and design (Graham et al.,
2022), culturally responsive pedagogy (Fielding, 2004; Alonso, 2009; Hammond, 2015) and high
expectations messaging (Haimovitz & Dweck, 2017; Wang and Holcombe, 2010, Hammond,
2015).

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Framework reminds us that these processes and structures
do not happen in isolation. Context matters, where students are shaped by overlapping systems
such as school, family, and community. It is important to note that an educator’s perceptions of a
student can strongly influence (or even prevent) how a student experiences the structures and
processes of the school (Benner & Mistry, 2007; Rubie-Davies, 2007). These perceptions are
shaped by broader systems such as race, class, and language, highlighting the importance of
examining power dynamics in decision making (Gal, 2017; Lack & Cumings-Mansfield, 2018;
Hammond, 2015). All of these systems must be considered when designing a School

Improvement Plan.

Key Conceptualizations

The key conceptualizations and definitions have been provided in the table below.
Student Voice Programs include structured school-wide initiatives that bring youth and educators
together to solve school problems (Mitra, 2007). This partnership is operationalized using two
dimensions: Youth Voice in Decision Making (YVDM) and Supportive Adult Relationships
(SAR) (Zeldin et al., 2014). Through these partnerships, youth and educators work together to
improve the school culture. This partnership strengthens relationships between students and
educators while fostering a sense of feeling valued and supported within the school community-

key components of school connectedness (Goodenow, 1993). It also promotes academic
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engagement, a construct that includes effort, persistence, and active participation (Fredericks et

al., 2004). These experiences are shaped by the need for autonomy, relatedness and competency

(Ryan &. Deci, 2000). When these needs are met, students are more likely to develop self-

efficacy, or the belief in their ability to succeed (Hwang et al., 2015). This sense of self-efficacy

is believed to be at the core of school outcomes (Hwang et al., 2015, describing Bandura, 2001).

Student Voice Program (SVP)

Structured initiatives to actively involve students in the
decision-making processes, policies, and practices that impact
their education and the school community (Mitra, 2007).
These structured efforts leverage the power of youth adult
partnerships to drive systemic change (Zeldin et al., 2014)
through youth leadership (Mitra, 2004). The SVP has two
major characteristics: Youth Voice in Decision-Making
(YVDM) and Supportive Adult Relationships (SAR) (Zeldin
et al., 2014). For the purpose of this project, the students and
educators in the SVP partner together to collaboratively
identify barriers to achievement and develop solutions to
foster increased engagement. This approach empowers
students to take an active role in shaping their educational
experiences while fostering a sense of ownership and
accountability (Mitra, 2007; Zeldin et al., 2014).

School connectedness

The extent to which students perceive a sense of belonging
and inclusion within the school (Goodenow, 1993).

/Academic engagement

A multidimensional construct encompassing student effort,
persistence, and interaction with instructional support
(Fredericks et al., 2004).
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Student outcomes

Student Growth in ELA and Math - The measurable
improvement in students’ academic performance in English
Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics over a specified
period. Growth is assessed using the IREADY®® assessment
(Wang & Holcombe, 2010; Fredericks et al., 2004).

Discipline Referrals - The formal documentation of student
behavior that violates school expectations (Bradshaw et al.,
2010).

Discipline Interventions- Actions taken by the school that are
meant to address behavior and prevent recurrence (Skiba et al.,
2006).

Exclusionary Discipline- Disciplinary actions that remove or
exclude students from their usual learning environment (Losen
& Martinez, 2013).

Grade Point Average — A standardized measure to represent
a student’s average academic performance across courses
(Robbins et al., 2004).

Attendance - Attendance at school for the whole or part of the
school day. (Calculated as a rate.)

Student Attitudes and Beliefs
about School

Perception of Expectations: How students perceive the

fairness and relevancy of behavioral and academic
expectations. This includes their self-assessment of their
confidence in meeting them (Skinner et al., 2008).
Regulation of Expectations: The actions and strategies

students take to meet academic and behavior expectations,
including students’ perceptions of whether they meet the
expectations and to what degree (Appleton-Knapp & Krentler,
2006).

Autonomy

The ability of students to feel in control of their decisions,
leading to a sense of “self-endorsement” of one’s behaviors,
which increases motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Relatedness

The ability for a student to feel connected to their school and
community (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

Competency

\We might also consider this as student self-efficacy. Student
beliefs are influenced by teacher expectations of their capacity

for success (Wang et al., 2018).
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Self-efficacy

A judgement that a student makes about how well he/she is
able to successfully deal with a specific task (Hwang et al.,
2015, describing Bandura, 2001).

Project Questions

Our project aims to support Summit View Middle School’s improvement plan by

bridging the gap between data and student experience. To inform meaningful, student-centered

change at Summit View, this project will answer two questions:

Question 1: What is the relationship between Summit View students’ perceptions of

school connectedness and academic engagement and their school outcomes, specifically

academic achievement, behavior and attendance?

Question 2: What are the attitudes and beliefs of students who participate in the Student

Voice Program (SVP) or “Leadership class” toward meeting behavioral and academic

expectations at school, and how do educators who observe these programs perceive their

impact on student connectedness and engagement?

Project Purpose

The purpose of this project is to investigate the impact of middle schoolers’ perceptions

of school connectedness and academic engagement on school outcomes as measured by student

achievement, school discipline, and attendance. Additionally, the project aims to explore how

participation in a Student Voice Intervention Program (SVP) influences students’ perceptions of,

and approaches to, meeting behavioral and academic expectations at school. By addressing these

questions, the project seeks to inform strategies for enhancing school connectedness, academic

engagement, and student success through targeted interventions.
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Project Design

Data Collection

Data were collected from three data sources: 1) existing school records; 2) a voluntary

student survey questionnaire; and 3) semi-structured educator interviews.

School Data

Evergreen School District and Summit View Middle School agreed to share data with our
research team. The data collected was a result of a feedback survey previously conducted by the
school. The school compiled the data into a single database and assigned each participant a
unique identifier. The research team did not have access to any personally identifiable data, as
the school redacted all identifiable information. After removing incomplete data, this dataset
contained information for 453 middle school students in grades 6-8.

School records collected include:

e Demographic data

e ELA and Math IREADY® scores

e Student grades

e Number or disciplinary referrals, discipline interventions, and exclusionary discipline

records

e Student perception data

Voluntary Student Questionnaire

Student participants in the Leadership class, which functions as the school’s SVP, were

eligible to volunteer to take the student survey. Students were permitted to withdraw assent at
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any time, and those responses were not considered. This open-ended questionnaire was used to
answer the second research question, focused on student perception toward their ability and/or
success in meeting behavioral and academic expectations. This survey was anonymous, and
students completed the survey electronically using Vanderbilt’s Qualtrics. The full survey
instrument can be found in Appendix A. Participation was not mandatory. While it is worth
nothing that the student perception data contains feedback from the entire school, the Leadership
class is only available to eighth grade students. Ten students completed this voluntary student

questionnaire.

Semi-Structured Educator Interviews

Educators who worked closely with SVP students were invited for in-person interviews
with the research team. These interviews aimed to help the team understand the role of educator
perceptions and outliers in student data. Educators consented and could withdraw consent at any
time. Interview questions are in Appendix B. For the educator interview portion of this study, we
made several assumptions based on our prior knowledge and experiences as professionals in the
field of education. According to Marshall and Rossman (2016), researchers hold assumptions
that involve circumstances they believe to be true, and their assumptions should be
acknowledged. First, we assumed that the educators’ responses were their own perspectives
about the Summit View Middle School students’ behavior and perceptions about the SVP.
Second, we assumed that the educators who participated in the interviews were invested in the
students and that they answered questions as honestly as possible. According to Ravitch and Carl

(2021), assumptions are a necessary element in a study that includes data collection and analysis
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and a report of the findings.

To help address our second research question, we selected educators who worked with
the SVP students at Summit View Middle School to participate in a semi-structured interview.
These interviews helped the team understand the role of educator perceptions of students’
attitudes before and after participating in the Student VVoice Program. A request for participation
in an interview was sent via email to Summit View educators who were chosen through
purposeful selection, through which five educators were self-selected. This provided us with a
small, but diverse sample of educators from different academic and non-academic departments.

The interviews were conducted over a two-week period after preliminary analysis of
student survey data had begun. Clarifying questions were added to the educator interviews, as
needed, to ensure a complete picture of educator perceptions and to address outliers in student
data. Five SVMS educators volunteered to participate in the interviews. The study location was
remote, as interviews were conducted via Zoom due to the educators’ location comparable to the
researchers’ location. To find educators to participate in the interviews, we used a non-
probability sampling method and convenience sampling, through a combination of voluntary

response and purposive sampling (Stratton, 2023).
Data Analysis

This mixed methods approach required both quantitative and qualitative analysis to
answer our research questions.

Data Transcription and Coding

The semi-structured educator interviews and student responses from the open-ended

survey responses from students were transcribed and coded according to emerging themes.
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Thematic analysis identified themes, patterns, and connections among the responses.

Triangulation analysis linked findings to broader theories.

Student Perception Data

Student Perception Data responses were coded using the software Dedoose according to
concerns that students shared within their responses. Because the school included student
feedback related to motivation, safety, and feeling cared for, these responses had a varying
impact on our project questions. Before beginning to code these short, open-ended responses, we
reviewed student responses. This allowed us to gain an early understanding of what common
themes were for students. We used Dedoose’s “Analyze” feature to help count occurrences of
specific themes and intersections of themes. Qualitative codes used can be found in Appendix C.
The student perception data responses were particularly important because they helped gather an
understanding about the entire student body. Anticipating that school culture might impact

student connectedness and engagement, the full dataset was utilized in our analysis of responses.

Educator Interviews

Using Taguette’s collaboration feature allowed the merging of codes and the refinement
of definitions, ensuring consistency across the dataset. During this process, a codebook was
created that included a list of codes, their definitions, and examples of quotes from the
transcripts. The refined codebook was then applied to all transcripts, focusing on coding more
significant data segments that illustrate key themes. Once this was completed, we updated the
analytic memos to reflect any new insights or changes in understanding.

To ensure the validity and reliability of our study, we utilized prolonged engagement and

triangulation, which are specifically designed for that purpose (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The five
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educators were from different departments within Summit View Middle School. This provided
different perspectives on student perceptions, as well as different relationships with the students.
Interviewing educators from different departments enhanced credibility of the data collected.
According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), one of the more powerful tools in qualitative research is
prolonged engagement. This method was used to promote trust between the educators and us.
Due to the time frame of this study, we were not able to spend extended amounts of time with the
educators, however, we chatted informally prior to asking the prescribed interview questions,
encouraging them to ask questions about us and our background in the field of education. They
were able to share whatever information about themselves they chose, which helped build trust
between all parties.

Triangulation is another important tool that our team used to cross-check and validate
findings. Introduced by Denzin (2009), it also reduces bias and enhances credibility. We used

data triangulation by interviewing multiple educators from different departments in the school.

SVP Questionnaire

Like the student perception responses, the SVP Questionnaire required coding of open-
ended responses. These responses were more elaborate in nature. We read these responses
through before beginning to code, allowing us to identify the themes that would come up to
better code. We then used Dedoose’s “Analyze” feature to identify frequency of responses and
similarly code how student participants might see themselves differently because of participation
in the leadership class.

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics were used to provide a broad overview of key variables. Descriptive



statistics included: measures of frequency distribution, central tendency, and variability. These
measures were helpful for analyzing our quantitative data such as the number of discipline
incidents, ELA and math iREADY® scores, and other measures of school connectedness and

academic engagement.

Inferential Statistics

Inferential statistics analyzed our data, including T-tests for group means, ANOVA for
variance, and regression analysis to predict variable influences (e.g., school belonging impacts

academic and behavioral outcomes).

Correlation Analysis

We used correlation analysis to measure the strength and direction of relationships
between school connectedness, academic engagement, and other variables. For instance,
Pearson’s R explored whether our variables moved together, in opposite directions, or had no

meaningful relationship.

Findings

The combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses provided us with a
comprehensive view of how student voice, connectedness, and engagement influence school

outcomes. We approached our questions from multiple angles, allowing us to surface patterns
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and perceptions that can inform meaningful, student-centered decision-making at Summit View.

To address the first question in our study - examining the relationship between middle school
students’ perceptions of school connectedness, academic engagement, and their school

outcomes, we began with quantitative analyses. The following section presents the quantitative
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findings, beginning with an overview of student demographics, followed by an exploration of
how measures of school connectedness and engagement were associated with academic
achievement, behavior, and attendance at Summit View.
Demographic Profile

The sample for this study included 453 students from grades 6" through 8. Table 1
illustrates the full demographic breakdown, including grade level, race/ethnicity, program
participation rates, and socioeconomic status. Overall, the cohort is almost evenly split by gender
and racially/ethnically diverse. Nearly one-third are multilingual learners, around 14% receive

special education services, and just over half are economically disadvantaged.
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Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample

Characteristic Category Count Percent
Gender Male 230 50.8
Female 223 49.2
Grade Level Grade 6 157 34.7
Grade 7 141 311
Grade 8 155 34.2
Race/Ethnicity Latino 132 29.1
Asian 124 27.4
Black 97 214
White 51 11.3
Multi-racial 37 8.2
Pacific Islander 10 2.2
Native American 2 0.4
MLStatus Not ML 293 64.7
ML (current) 143 31.6
Recently exited 17 3.8
Special Education ~ General education 391 86.3
Special education 62 13.7
Economic Status Yes (disadv.) 248 54.7
No 201 44.4
Missing 4 0.9

Note. Percentages are based on the full sample (N = 453).
& Multilingual

To explore how school connectedness and academic engagement relate to academic and
behavioral outcomes (Q1), several statistical analyses were run using IBM SPSS version 30.
Descriptive statistics were first calculated for key variables, including school connectedness,
academic engagement, grade point average (GPA), academic growth in English Language Arts

(ELA) and math, suspension rates, behavior referrals, behavior intervention rates, and
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attendance. Next, inferential tests were used to examine relationships, group differences, and

predictions between school connectedness, academic engagement, and student outcomes.
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What is the strength and direction of the relationship between school connectedness, academic

engagement, and school outcomes? Does this relationship vary across demographic groups?

A Pearson correlation was conducted to examine the relationships between school

connectedness and academic engagement (measured using a School Connectedness Index and an

Academic Engagement Index) and the following outcomes: academic growth (ELA and Math),
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GPA, attendance, and school discipline. Correlations were also explored within demographic
subgroups to identify potential differences in strength or direction.

Research Sub-Question 2:

To what extent does school connectedness and academic engagement predict academic
performance after accounting for student demographics?

A multiple linear regression analysis was used to evaluate whether school connectedness
and academic engagement predicted academic performance, operationalized as GPA, while
controlling for race/ethnicity, gender and socioeconomic status. The model used the
connectedness and engagement indexes and the specific dimensions of connectedness and
engagement as predictor variables.

Research Sub-Question 3:
How does school connectedness and engagement influence the likelihood of having a behavior
incident?

A logistic regression analysis examined the relationship between school connectedness,
academic engagement, and the likelihood of being disciplined at school. The model estimated
discipline odds based on the School Connectedness Index and Academic Engagement Index
along with all related dimensions.

Research Sub-Question 4:
What is the relationship between school connectedness and academic engagement and incidents
of misbehavior (measured through discipline referrals and/or discipline interventions)?

A Spearman correlation was used to examine the relationship between specific
dimensions of school connectedness (safety, care, belonging, and teacher belief) and behavioral

incidents, including referrals and discipline interventions. The same approach assessed how
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school engagement factors (expectations, effort, and teacher feedback) related to these
behavioral outcomes.

Research Sub-Question 5 and 6:

Do academic and behavioral outcomes differ between students with high and low levels of
connectedness and engagement?

Independent samples t-tests and one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) were used to
compare outcomes between students with high and low levels of overall connectedness and
engagement. These outcomes included GPA, academic growth, suspension rates, and attendance.
Research Sub-Question 7:

How does school connectedness and academic engagement affect attendance across different
racial/ethnic groups?

Given the outcomes of sub-question 5 and 6, a two-way ANOVA was performed to
examine whether or not the impact of connectedness and engagement on attendance was

consistent across different racial/ethnic groups.

Research Sub-Question Analysis Method Variables Involved Results

Sub-Question 1: What is the Pearson Correlation | Connectedness index, Students who feel
strength and direction of the engagement index, index more connected to
relationship between school dimensions, GPA, ELA/Math school and are more
connectedness, academic growth, attendance, discipline academically engaged
engagement, and school referrals, discipline interventions | tend to have higher
outcomes? and suspensions. GPAs (r=.195andr

=.362) and better
attendance (r =.133
and r = .227), while
connections to
behavior and academic
growth are weak or not

meaningful.
Sub-Question 1: Does the Pearson Correlation | GPA, discipline, attendance by | Across all student
connectedness/engagement— by subgroup SPED, SES, gender, race, groups, the strongest
outcome relationship differ connectedness index, and predictor of a higher

across demographic groups? GPA and better
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engagement index along with
related dimensions

attendance is believing
in one’s own effort,
receiving feedback
from the teacher, and
feeling a sense of
belonging.

Sub-Question 2a: Does school
connectedness and academic
engagement predict GPA
when controlling for
demographics?

Multiple Linear
Regression

GPA (DV), Connectedness
Index, Academic Engagement
Index, demographics

Engagement
significantly predicted
GPA (B=0.21,p<
.001), accounting for
38% of the GPA
variance;
Connectedness is not a
significant predictor of
GPA

Sub-Question 2b: Do specific
components of connectedness
and engagement differentially
predict GPA?

Multiple Linear
Regression

GPA (DV), individual
connectedness and engagement
dimensions

Students’ belief in
their own abilities
remains a significant
and positive predictor
(p=.15,SE=0.03,P
<.001) of GPA

Sub-Question 3: Does
connectedness and/or
engagement predict the
likelihood of suspension,
discipline referrals, or
discipline interventions?

Logistic Regression

Suspension (DV), Referrals
(DV), Behavior Interventions
(DV) Connectedness and
Engagement index dimensions

No statistically
significant
relationships

Sub-Question 4: What is the Spearman 7 connectedness/engagement Mostly weak, negative
relationship between Correlation items x behavior correlations. Only
connectedness and referrals/interventions “high expectations”
engagement dimensions and and “effort”
behavior incidents significantly linked to
(referrals/interventions)? fewer interventions (rs
=-.109, p =.020; rs= -
0.155, p =.020)
Belonging: rs = -.041
(ns); Cared for: rs = -
.030 (ns)
Sub-Question 5: Do GPA and | Independent GPA, suspension rates, GPA significantly

other school outcomes differ
between high and low
connectedness and
engagement groups?

Samples T-Tests

attendance

higher for high
connectedness group
(Cohen’s d =.38) and
high engagement
group (Cohen’s d =
.78); no other group
differences found

Sub-Question 6: Do GPA and
other outcomes, including
attendance, differ across
connectedness and
engagement quartiles?

One-Way ANOVA

GPA, discipline interventions,
suspensions, referrals
connectedness and engagement
quartiles

Statistically significant
GPA and Discipline
difference between
quartiles of
engagement;
Connectedness only
significant across
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quartiles for GPA, not
discipline
Sub-Question 7: How does Two-Way ANOVA | Attendance (DV), Attendance improved
school connectedness and Race/Ethnicity x Connectedness | with connectedness
academic engagement affect Quartile across all groups; gaps
attendance across different narrowed for Latino,
racial/ethnic groups? Attendance (DV), Black, and White
Race/Ethnicity x engagement students. Engagement
Quartile has the most
significant effect
across guartiles.

Descriptive Results

Academic Outcomes

Descriptive analysis of academic outcomes among the sample of 453 students reveals
stable performance overall, with notable variation in achievement and growth across grade
levels, demographic groups, and educational programs. The mean GPA was 2.76 (SD = 0.52) on
a 4-point scale, with most students falling between 2.37 (25th percentile) and 3.16 (75th
percentile). The majority of students perform at or above a "C" average, though there is a wide
range of academic performance (1.08 to 3.82). In terms of academic growth from fall term to
winter term, students averaged 12.62 points of growth in English Language Arts (SD = 5.42) and
12.28 points of growth in Math (SD = 1.89). While growth was relatively similar between both
Math and ELA, growth in math was more consistent across the sample compared to English
Language Arts. Growth in both subjects slightly exceeded typical mid-year growth according to
national i-READY® targets (Curriculum Associates, 2020).

To better understand these patterns, disaggregated data by grade level, race, program
status, and educational placement reveal important considerations that deepen the overall picture
of student outcomes. While GPA was similar across genders, 6 grade students outperformed

other grades with a GPA of 2.88 (SD = 0.49), compared to 2.68 (Grade 7) and 2.72 (Grade 8).
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ELA growth was also highest in Grade 6 (M = 13.46), followed by Grade 7 (M = 12.41) and
Grade 8 (M =11.92). Asian and White students, as well as those who are not from low-income
backgrounds or enrolled in the ML program, tend to have higher grade point averages,
highlighting equity and opportunity gaps. Latino students had the lowest GPA at 2.56, despite
showing the highest ELA growth (M = 14.13). General education students have higher grade
point averages, although students who receive special education services demonstrate higher
growth (M = 13.54 vs 12.49), possibly due to targeted support, although the variability is wide.
School Discipline

Short-term suspensions were rare, with students receiving generally fewer than one
suspension or referral on average. Behavior interventions, however, showed wide variation,
averaging 1.21 interventions per student (SD = 3.12), while behavior referrals averaged 0.64 per
student (SD = 1.61).

Disparities in discipline exist across demographic groups. Suspension rates were nearly
equal by gender: (M =0.10) for females and (M = .12) for males; however, behavior
interventions were significantly higher for males (M = 1.83) than females (M = .56), as were
referrals (M = .95 vs .31). Black students, Latino students, students who come from low income
backgrounds, and students who are multilingual learners experience disproportionately higher
rates of discipline, with Black students averaging 1.66 interventions and 0.82 referrals and Latino
students averaging 1.64 interventions and 0.86 referrals, both significantly higher than their
Asian peers (M = 0.43 interventions, M = .19 referrals). Students receiving special education
services had the highest intervention (M = 2.07) and referral (M = 1.34) rates, compared to
general education students (M = 1.06 interventions, M = 0.52 referrals). This finding is

consistent with broader research indicating that marginalized students of color often face higher
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rates of exclusionary discipline (Clark & Kjellstrand, 2024; Bal et al., 2019; Fenning & Rose,
2007). The differences in means for behavior interventions and referrals further highlight these
disparities.
Attendance

Attendance rates vary across demographic groups. Students in grade 6 attend more
regularly than students in other grades (M = 0.914), followed by grade 7 (M = 0.905), and grade
8 (M =0.894). Asian and recently exited ML students have the highest attendance rates, while
economically disadvantaged students show lower rates (M = 0.895). Gender differences are
minimal.
School Connectedness and Academic Engagement
Connectedness Index Construction and Distribution

To measure students’ perceived sense of school connectedness, a Connectedness Index
was created by averaging responses to four survey items: (1) “I feel like I belong at this school,”
(2) “I am cared for at this school,” (3) “I feel safe at this school,” and (4) “Staff at this school
know me and believe in me.” Similarly, to measure perceived sense of academic engagement, an
Academic Engagement Index was created by averaging responses to three survey items: (1)
“Teachers expect scholars to complete high-quality work,” (2) “I complete work to the best of
my ability,” and (3) “My teachers provide me feedback about my learning.” Each item was rated
on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The index
was computed as the mean of these items for each student. The resulting index scores ranged
from 1.0 to 5.0, with higher values indicating stronger feelings of connectedness and academic
engagement. As illustrated in Figure 1, the mean score across students for connectedness was

3.53, and the median was 3.5, suggesting that most students rated their connectedness above the
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midpoint of the scale. Similarly, as illustrated in Figure 2, the mean score across students’
academic engagement was 3.76, and the median was 3.67, indicating that most students rate
themselves above the midpoint. For both indexes, there are enough lower scores to pull the
median below the mean. The Academic Engagement Index and the Connectedness Index are

used in many of the tests reflected below.

Figure 3

Histogram of School Connectedness Index
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Figure 4

Histogram of Academic Engagement Index
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School connectedness and academic engagement are generally higher among males (M =
3.66, SD = 0.85 for connectedness; M = 3.78, SD = 0.69 for engagement) compared to female
students (M = 3.42, SD = 0.83 for connectedness; M = 3.74, SD = 0.66 for engagement). Sixth
grade students reported the highest levels of both connectedness (M = 3.64, SD = .85) and
engagement (M = 3.91, SD = 0.64), declining in subsequent grades. Students served in the ML
and special education programs report lower levels of connectedness and engagement relative to
their general education peers, while the means between economically disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged students are very similar, with only minor differences in standard deviation. This
suggests that in this sample, socioeconomic disadvantage does not have a pronounced effect on

students’ perceptions of school connectedness or academic engagement. That said, students
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served in the special education and multilingual program may need additional support to feel as

engaged and connected as their peers.

Inferential Results

To answer our first project question, inferential statistics were conducted in seven

sequential phases, with each phase building upon the results of the previous phase. The findings

from each phase, along with additional supportive evidence, collectively inform and reinforce

two key quantitative findings:

KEY FINDING #1: ACADEMIC
ENGAGEMENT AND SELF-
EFFICACY ARE THE SETRONGEST
PREDICTORS OF ACHIEVEMENT.
Students who are academically engaged,
believe in their ability to succeed, and take
pride in doing their best work earn higher
grades, have better attendance, and are less
likely to need behavior interventions regardless
of background. High expectations from
teachers and meaningful feedback further
reinforce these outcomes

KEY FINDING #2: SCHOOL
CONNECTEDNESS SUPPORTS
ATTENDANCE AND ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT, BUT ITS IMPACT IS
STRONGEST WHEN PAIRED WITH
ENGAGEMENT. While feeling safe and
connected is important, factors like belonging,
supportive teacher relationships, and social and

emotional learning have a more direct influence on

student outcomes, especially attendance.

Engagement not only strengthens academic
performance but also serves as a protective factor
across racial and socioeconomic groups.

The results presented in each of the following seven phases offer specific, data-driven evidence

that supports and illustrates these two key findings.



59

. Phase 1: Pearson Correlations
Phase 1: Pearson Correlations

Questions: What is the strength Connectedness and Engagement Index and Key School

and direction of the relationship Outcomes
between school connectedness,
academic engagement, and
school outcomes?

Pearson correlation analyses were used to examine the

relationship between student perceptions of school
Key Variables:

e Academic Engagement
Index + Dimensions
I e School Connectedness

connectedness, academic engagement and key academic and

behavioral outcomes, including grade point average, academic

Index + Dimensions

e GPA, Academic Growth
on IREADY for Math and
English/Language Arts
(ELA), Attendance,
Discipline (Referrals,
Interventions,
Suspensions)

growth in English Language Arts (ELA) and Math, attendance

rates and discipline incidents.

Related Finding 1: Connection and Engagement
Matter. Students who feel more connected and
engaged with their school tend to have higher grade
point averages and better attendance.

As shown in Figure 5, the Connectedness Index shows a positive, statistically significant

relationship with GPA (r = 0.2, p <.001) and attendance (r = 0.13, p <.004).
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Figure 5

Academic Engagement and Connectedness Index Correlations

How Student Climate Indices Relate to Key Outcomes
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The correlations between the Connectedness Index and behavioral outcomes are weak,
indicating little to no relationship between students’ sense of connectedness and their likelihood
of receiving discipline interventions or referrals. Similarly, feeling connected does not have a
meaningful relationship with growth in ELA and Math. In terms of the Academic Engagement
Index, as shown in Figure 5, engagement has a stronger and more positive correlation with both
GPA (r =0.36, p <.001) and attendance (r = .23, p <.001), suggesting that students who are more
academically engaged are much more likely to have higher grades and better attendance.
Additionally, the Academic Engagement Index is weakly and negatively correlated with
behavior referrals (r = -0.09, p < .05), suggesting that higher engagement is associated with

slightly fewer discipline issues, although the relationship is weak.
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Connectedness and Engagement Dimensions and Key School Outcomes

To better understand what drives these broader patterns, the next analysis examined
individual components of the Connectedness and Academic Engagement indices to identify
which specific student perceptions are most strongly associated with school outcomes. Figure

reflects these results.

Figure 6

Dimensions of Connectedness and Engagement and School Outcomes

How Each Climate Item Relates to Key Student Outcomes
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In terms of the engagement dimensions (belief, feedback, best work), GPA has the
strongest correlation with “I do work to the best of my ability,” (r = .40, p <.001), suggesting

that students who believe they can do their best have higher grade point averages. Moderate
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correlations with GPA were observed for students who perceived that teachers expect high

quality work (r = .23, p < 001) and provided feedback on their learning (r = .12, p <.001).

Related Finding 2: Supportive teacher
relationships make a big difference. When students
feel that teachers believe in them, expect high-quality
work, and provide regular feedback, they are more
likely to do well academically and show up for
school.

Attendance shows the strongest positive correlation when teachers provide feedback on student
learning (r = .21, p < .001). Alongside expectations and student effort, a strong academic press
may likely improve attendance (Fischer et al., 2013, Allison & Patrick, 2001).

In terms of the connectedness dimensions, students who felt a stronger sense of belonging
earned higher grades (r = .23, p <.001), as did those who believed teachers thought they could

succeed (r =.19, p <.001).

Related Finding 3: Feeling like you belong at
school really matters. Students who feel like they
belong tend to have better grades and come to school
more often.

While feeling as though staff cared about them had a small positive link with GPA
(r=.16, p = .001), feeling safe in school was unrelated. With attendance and the connectedness
dimensions, a similar pattern emerged. Students who felt a sense of belonging (r = .18, p <.001)

and felt as though staff cared (r = .10, p = .030) and believed in them (r =.12, p =.009) had
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slightly better attendance. Again, safety had no relationship with attendance. The dimensions of
both connectedness and engagement had no significant connections with discipline or academic
growth on iIREADY®.

Results by Student Group

Related Finding 4: Just feeling safe isn’t enough.
While safety is important, it was not strongly linked
to academic performance or attendance. Other forms
of connection, like belonging and encouragement
from teachers, have a bigger impact.

After analyzing the student group as a whole, correlational analyses were conducted to
determine if the relationship between school connectedness, academic engagement, and school
outcomes (GPA, academic growth, discipline, and attendance) varied by gender, race/ethnicity

and ML, SPED, or socioeconomic status.

Race/Ethnicity

To examine whether the overall relationships between the Academic Engagement Index,
Connectedness Index, and academic outcomes vary by race/ethnicity, Pearson correlation
coefficients were calculated for key academic outcomes - GPA, attendance, discipline referrals,
discipline interventions, and academic growth for each racial/ethnic group. Across most
racial/ethnic groups, both GPA and attendance were positively and often significantly associated
with academic engagement. In terms of school connectedness, however, the most robust and
statistically significant associations with GPA emerged among Latino (r =.28, p =.001) and
White (r = .29, p = .04) students. In contrast, correlations between either index and discipline or

academic growth were generally weak and not statistically significant.
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Correlations were further explored by connectedness and engagement dimensions across
race/ethnicity. As seen in Figure 6, “Completing work to the best of my ability” has the strongest
correlation with GPA for most racial/ethnic groups, especially for multi-racial (r = .45, p <.001)
and Latino students (r = .42, p <.001).

Figure 7

GPA Correlations by Race/Ethnicity Across Connectedness and Engagement Dimensions

Connectedness/Engagement Dimensions vs GPA
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While self-efficacy showed the strongest association with GPA for several racial/ethnic

Related Finding 5: Students who try their best
tend to do better in school. Across all groups, no
matter the background, students who indicate that
they complete their work to the best of their ability
consistently have higher grades. This is the strongest

and most reliable predictor of academic

performance.
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groups, we also examined how these same dimensions relate to attendance. As shown in Figure 8

below, attendance is more strongly associated with the engagement dimensions, particularly

“Completing work to the best of my ability” and “Receiving feedback”™ across several racial

groups.

Figure 8

Attendance Correlations by Race/Ethnicity Across Connectedness and Engagement Dimensions
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Program Participation

Beyond racial and ethnic differences, patterns of connectedness and engagement also
vary meaningfully with GPA and attendance across student groups, including those from low
socioeconomic backgrounds as well as students in special education and multilingual learner

(ML) programs. Figure 9 highlights these patterns below.

Figure 9

GPA Correlations by Program Across Connectedness and Engagement Dimensions

Program Participation: Correlations with GPA
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Academic Engagement
Connectedness Index

Among students from low income backgrounds, academic engagement (r = .38, p <.001)
and school belonging (r = .27, p = .001) are strongly and consistently linked to higher GPA.
Positive teacher relationships, characterized by a belief in students (r = .23, p=.001), high
expectations (r = .23, p <.001), and constructive feedback (r =.20, p <.004), also correlate with
higher academic performance (GPA). For both special education students and ML students, the
belief in their own abilities, academic engagement, and high expectations from teachers are the
factors most strongly correlated with higher GPA, while building social-emotional skills and

receiving teacher feedback are especially critical for improving attendance.
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In addition to GPA, we also explored how engagement and connectedness (including
related dimensions) relate to attendance, revealing correlations across several areas (see Figure
10).

Figure 10

Attendance Correlations by Program Across Connectedness and Engagement Dimensions

Attendance Correlations: Programs vs Dimensions
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Dimension

Across all three programs, academic engagement showed the strongest association with
attendance for students from all three groups. Belonging was also positively related to
attendance, with the largest effect for economically disadvantaged students (r = .24). Self-
efficacy had comparable correlations with attendance across programs. Connectedness

dimensions were positively, but weakly related to attendance.
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Related Finding 6: Social- Emotional Learning
(SEL) helps with attendance. For students from
low-income backgrounds, as well as those in Special
Education or are English Learners, building SEL
skills is linked to better attendance.

Following the analysis of attendance patterns, discipline referrals were explored as
another key outcome to understand how engagement and connectedness may be linked to student
behavior. Figurell highlights correlations between dimensions of engagement and
connectedness and discipline referrals by program.

Figure 11

Discipline Correlations by Program Across Connectedness and Engagement Dimensions

Discipline Referrals Correlations: Programs vs Dimensions
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While most discipline-related correlations are weak, a sense of belonging may have a

modest protective effect (r = -.14, p <.05), particularly for students from low income
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backgrounds. In contrast, for students served in the ML program, correlations were near zero,
indicating little systematic relationship between their self-report and referrals.

In summary, students’ perceptions of their own effort and the support they receive from
teachers - particularly high expectations, belief in their potential, and meaningful feedback - are
strongly linked to higher GPAs and increased attendance. This trend holds true for all groups of
students, no matter their race, income level, or whether they receive special education or
multilingual services. Students who feel like they belong at school tend to do better academically
and show up more often. Out of all the ways students feel connected, belonging matters most,
especially for Latino and White students. On the other hand, just feeling safe, while important,
does not have a strong link to grades or attendance.

Phase 2: Multiple Linear Regression

Phase 2: Multiple Linear
Regression Predicting GPA

Questions: Does school
connectedness and academic
engagement (and their
dimensions) predict GPA when
controlling for demographics?

Initial findings revealed several meaningful
relationships between GPA and student perceptions of

connectedness and engagement. To better understand
Key Variables:

e Academic Engagement
Index + Dimensions

how connectedness and academic engagement relate to

e School Connectedness GPA, a multiple linear regression was conducted while
Index + Dimensions _ .
e GPA controlling for demographic differences (gender,

grade, race/ethnicity, SPED, ML, and socioeconomic
status) to determine whether these relationships remained significant, or if they changed in
strength when accounting for student background. Results of the regression show that the

Academic Engagement Index is a significant positive predictor of GPA (B =.21, SE = .04, p
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<.001), even when controlling for demographic factors. With each one-unit increase on the
engagement scale, GPA increased by .21 points. In standardized terms, one standard deviation
increase in engagement results in a .34 standard deviation increase in GPA.

Figure 12

Predicting GPA from Academic Engagement and Connectedness Controlling for Demographics

Model 1: Predicting GPA (Indices + Demographics)
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As seen in Figure 12, the Connectedness Index, however, is not a significant predictor of
GPA when controlling for other variables. Together, the model is significant, F (8, 178) =6.74, p

<.001 and explained about 38% of the variance in GPA (R? = .38).

Related Finding 7: Academic engagement is key.
Students who are more academically engaged tend to
have higher GPAs, independent of their background.
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As shown in Figure 13, among the connectedness and engagement dimensions together,
students’ belief in their own abilities remains a significant and positive predictor ( =.15, SE =
0.03, P <.001) of GPA.

Figure 13

Predicting GPA from Climate Dimensions, Controlling for Demographics
Model 2: Predicting GPA (Climate Dimensions)
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This suggests that even when controlling for demographic factors, a belief in one’s ability

remains a key factor in academic performance.

Related Finding 8: Student self-efficacy has
protective capabilities. When students believe in
their own ability to do good work, they are more
likely to have higher grades. This sense of self-belief
is not only a strong and reliable predictor of
academic success, but also serves as a protective
factor for students from all backgrounds - helping
them succeed even when facing other challenges.




Phase 3: Logistic Regression

Questions: Does connectedness
and/or engagement predict the
likelihood of suspension,
discipline referrals, or discipline
interventions?

Key Variables:

e Academic Engagement
Index + Dimensions
I e School Connectedness
Index + Dimensions
e Suspensions, Discipline
Interventions, Discipline
Referrals
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Phase 3: Logistic Regression
Understanding Behavior

A logistic regression was conducted to evaluate
whether or not perceptions of school connectedness
predicted the likelihood of receiving a suspension. The
model’s performance was limited with an ROC AUC score
of 0.499. This may be due to the small sample size. A
similar test was run with the Academic Engagement Index,

and no statistically significant relationship was identified

(ROC AUC .525). To gain deeper insight, the analysis was extended to examine the dimensions

of both school connectedness and academic engagement, including feeling a sense of belonging,

a sense of care, a feeling of safety, relationships with staff, perceptions of high expectations,

confidence in one’s best ability, feedback from teachers, and social-emotional learning skills.

None of the individual connectedness or engagement dimensions significantly predicts the

likelihood of suspension (ROC AUC 0.51 and ROC AUC 0.52).

When considering the likelihood of receiving a discipline referral or a discipline

intervention, neither the Connectedness Index nor the Academic Engagement Index significantly

predicted referral or intervention outcomes. Additionally, none of the individual dimensions

within each index showed statistically significant effects.



Phase 4: Spearman
Correlation

Questions: What is the
relationship between
connectedness and
engagement dimensions and
behavior incidents
(referrals/interventions)?

Key Variables:

e Academic Engagement
Index + Dimensions

e School
Connectedness Index
+ Dimensions
e Discipline
Figure 14
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Phase 4: Spearman Correlation
Behavior Correlations

Given the relatively low rates of suspension, an
additional Spearman correlation analysis using incidents of
behavior measured by behavior interventions and referrals was
conducted to examine the relationship between school
connectedness, academic engagement, and behavior. Seven
dimensions of school connectedness were examined using

Spearman rank correlations due to the skewed behavior data.

Spearman Correlation with Behavior Interventions

Best Ability |

High Expectations

Teacher Feedback
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Belong |

Safe
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Spearman Correlation with Behavior Interventions

0155

20150 —0.125 0100 —0.075 —0050 —0.025 _ 0.000 _ 0.025

Spearman r (negative = fewer interventions)



74

As shown in Figure 14, results indicated that higher perceptions of academic expectations
(rs =-0.109, p = .020) and completing work to the best of one’s ability (rs = -0.155, p < .001)

were significantly associated with fewer behavior interventions.

Related Finding 9: High expectations, better
behavior. Students are less likely to need behavior
interventions when they believe their teachers expect
them to succeed and when they take pride in doing
their best.

Other dimensions, including belonging, safety, staff belief, care, teacher feedback, and
social-emotional skills, were not significantly related to behavior interventions (all p > .05).
These findings suggest that students’ perceptions of academic expectations and their own effort

may improve their behavior.

Phase 5: Independent Samples Phase 5: Independent Samples T-Tests
T-Tests
Questions: Do GPA and other Understanding Trends in High and Low

school outcomes differ between
high and low connectedness and
engagement groups?

Connectedness/Engagement Groups

Students were divided into high and low connectedness
Key Variables:
e Highand Low groups based on the median value (3.5) of the Connectedness
Engagement Groups

) Index and the Academic Engagement Index. Independent
e Highand Low

Connectedness samples t-tests were conducted to compare the two groups
Groups

e GPA, Attendance, based on several academic and behavioral outcomes, including
Discipline

(Interventions/Referrals) GPA, ELA and Math growth, and suspensions. Students with



75

high connectedness (M = 2.86, SD = 0.49) had significantly higher GPASs relative to students
with low connectedness (M = 2.67, SD = 0.52), t(451) = -4.08, p <.001. The effect size was
small to moderate; Cohen’s d = 0.38, indicating that the perceived school connectedness may
have a meaningful impact on student performance. Students in the high-engagement group also
had significantly higher mean GPAs (M = 2.89, SD = 0.48) relative to those in the low-
engagement group (M = 2.51, SD = 0.50). This difference was statistically significant as well, (t
451) = -7.93, p <.001, with a mean difference of 0.38 (95% CI: 0.29, 0.48). The effect size is
large with a Cohen’s d = 0.78 (95% CI: 0.58, 0.987), indicating a substantial difference in
academic performance between the two groups. No other factors were statistically significant
between groups.

Phase 6: One-Way ANOVA

Phase 6: One-Way ANOVA
Questions: Do GPA and other Group Comparison by School Connectedness and

school outcomes differ across

connectedness and engagement
quartile?

Engagement Level Quartile

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was

Key Variables:

Quartile Engagement conducted to examine whether academic and behavioral
Groups ) o )

Quartile Connectedness outcomes differed significantly across quartiles of student-
Groups

GPA, Academic growth reported school connectedness and academic engagement. The
Discipline

(Interventions/Referrals) outcomes included GPA, ELA growth, Math growth, and
discipline incidents.

The results indicated a statistically significant
difference in GPA among the four quartiles for academic engagement, F(3, 449) = 21.36, p
<.001. The effect size (n? = .13) suggests a medium effect, with approximately 13% of the

variance in GPA explained by academic engagement quartile. Post hoc Tukey tests revealed that
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students in the lowest engagement quartile (Q1) had significantly lower GPAs than all other
quartiles, and students in the second quartile (Q2) also had significantly lower GPAs than those
in the third (Q3) and fourth (Q4) quartiles. There was no significant difference in GPA between
the third and fourth quartiles. These results indicate that higher academic engagement is

associated with higher GPA, with the largest gains observed between the lowest and middle

quartiles.
Figure 15

GPA by Connectedness and Engagement by Quartile
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Note. One-way ANOVAs show significant difference in GPA across quartiles. Engagement: F(3,
449) =21.36, p <.001, n?> = .13. Connectedness: F (3, 449) = 6.10, P <.001, n*> = .04)

Similar results exist across connectedness quartiles. The results indicated a statistically
significant difference in GPA among the four quartiles, F(3, 449) = 6.10, p <.001. The effect
size (n? = .04) suggests a small effect, with approximately 4% of the variance in GPA explained
by connectedness quartile. Post hoc Tukey tests revealed that students in the lowest

connectedness quartile (Q1) had significantly lower GPAs than those in the third (Q3) and fourth
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(Q4) quartiles. There were no significant differences between Q1 and Q2, or between Q2 and
any other quartile, and no difference between Q3 and Q4. These results indicate that higher
school connectedness is associated with higher GPA, but the effect is small, and the most notable
differences are between the lowest and the two highest quartiles.

When considering academic engagement and discipline, the results indicated statistically
significant differences for all three outcomes, with students in the lowest engagement quartile
(Q1) experiencing the highest rates of discipline issues. As engagement increased, the mean
number of referrals, interventions, and suspensions generally decreased, reaching their lowest
levels in the third quartile (Q3). There was a slight increase in discipline outcomes in the highest
engagement quartile (Q4), but overall, higher academic engagement was associated with fewer
discipline problems. These findings highlight the importance of fostering academic engagement

to improve behavioral outcomes in schools.
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Figure 16

Behavior Outcomes by Engagement Quartile
Behavior Outcomes Drop as Academic Engagement Rises
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Table 2
ANOVA Results for Discipline Outcomes Across Quartiles
Outcome Engagement Engagement Connectedness  Connectedness
Quartiles F Quartiles p Quartiles F Quartiles p
Behavior 5.76 <.001 0.96 0.41
Referrals
Behavior 4.24 .006 2.04 0.11

Interventions

Suspensions 9.40 <.001 0.54 0.66

Note. One-way ANOVAs compared discipline outcomes across quartiles of Academic
Engagement and School Connectedness. Bold p values indicate statistical significance (p < .05).

When considering connectedness and discipline, the analyses show that discipline

incidents (behavior interventions, short-term suspensions, and behavior referrals) do not differ



significantly across connectedness quartiles. The effect sizes are very small, and post hoc tests

confirm that no pairwise differences are significant.

Figure 17

ANOVA F-Values for Discipline Outcomes by Quartile Factor
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Related Finding 10: Academic engagement, not just
connectedness, is strongly linked to fewer behavior
issues. Students who reported being more academically
engaged had fewer behavior referrals, suspensions and
disciplinary interventions. The students who reported
being the most disengaged had the most discipline
problems. School connectedness did not show the same
clear relationship with discipline, meaning that keeping
students engaged may be more effective at reducing
behavior issues than just helping students feel
connected.

In contrast to academic engagement, this sample suggests that students’ sense of school

connectedness is not strongly related to discipline.

Phase 7: Two-Way ANOVA
Phase 7: Two-Way ANOVA

Questions: How does school Impact of Demographic Group and School Connectedness
connectedness and academic
engagement affect attendance and Engagement (Quartiles) on Student Attendance Rates
across different racial/ethnic
groups?
. When considering attendance rate and school

Key Variables:

o Attendance (DV), connectedness and engagement across demographic groups, a

Race/ethnicity x
Connectedness Quartile
e Attendance (DV),
Race/ethnicity x
Engagement Quartile

two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to
examine the impact of race/ethnicity and school
connectedness and academic engagement (measured by
quartiles) on student attendance rates. Mean attendance rates
were calculated for each race/ethnicity group across the four quartiles of school connectedness

and engagement. The results are summarized below.
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Figure 18
Attendance by Race/Ethnicity Across Connectedness and Engagements Quartiles

Attendance by Connectedness Quartile Attendance by Engagement Quartile
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Multi Racial 85
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Quartile Quartile

In terms of school connectedness, descriptive statistics revealed that Asian students
demonstrated the highest attendance across all quartiles, ranging from 92.9% in Q1 to 94.9% in
Q4. Latino and Black students showed a more pronounced increase in attendance from the
lowest to the highest quartile. For example, Latino students rose from 87.4% in Q1 to 90.9% in
Q4. White students also showed substantial improvement, from 81.7% in Q1 to 92.3% in Q4.
These patterns suggest that higher levels of school connectedness are associated with increased

attendance rates for all groups.
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Table 3

Mean Attendance by Race/Ethnicity and Connectedness Quartile

Race/ Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total
Ethnicity (Lowvest) (Highest)

Asian 92.9% 93% 94.6% 94.9% 93.9%
Black 91.0% 88.2% 92.1% 90.4% 90.3%
Latino 87.4% 88.9% 87.2% 90.9% 88.5%
Multi Racial 87.6% 90.3% 96.1% 90.9% 90.8%
Native 88.7% 58.3% 73.5%
American

Pacific 88.5% 78.8% 89.7% 86.3%
Islander

White 81.7% 88.0% 90.6% 92.3% 87.8%

A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of race/ethnicity, F(6, 428) = 5.50,
p <.001, partial n? = .072, indicating that attendance rates differed by group. There was also a
significant main effect of connectedness quartile, F(3, 428) =2.90, p = .035, partial n*> = .020,
though the effect size was small. The interaction between race/ethnicity and connectedness
quartile was not significant, F(15, 428) = 1.38, p = .154, suggesting that the effect of
connectedness on attendance did not differ significantly by race/ethnicity. Pairwise comparisons
showed that Asian students had significantly higher attendance than Black, Latino, and White
students. Native American and Pacific Islander students had lower attendance than most other
groups. For connectedness quartile, students in Quartile 3 had significantly higher attendance

than those in Quartile 2 and Quartile 4.
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In summary, both race/ethnicity and school connectedness are associated with student
attendance rates. Asian students have the highest attendance, and students in the third
connectedness quartile have the best attendance overall. However, the effect of connectedness
does not differ significantly by race/ethnicity, meaning all groups benefit similarly from higher

connectedness.

Related Finding 11: Students who are more
connected at school tend to attend school more
often regardless of background. Across all racial
and ethnic groups, students with higher levels of
connectedness had better attendance.

Building on these findings, an additional two-way ANOVA was conducted to investigate
whether academic engagement similarly influences attendance across different racial and ethnic
groups. Academic engagement was divided into quartiles, allowing for comparison of attendance

rates for students with varying levels of engagement within the group.

Table 4

Mean Attendance Rate by Race/Ethnicity and School Engagement Quartile

Race/Ethnicity Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total
Asian 92.9% 93.4% 94.6% 94.9% 93.9%
Black 91.0% 88.2% 92.1% 90.4% 90.3%
Latino 87.4% 88.9% 87.2% 90.9% 88.5%
Multi Racial 87.6% 90.3% 96.1% 90.9% 90.8%
Native 88.7% 58.3% 73.5%
American

Pacific 88.5% 78.8% 89.7% 86.3%
Islander

White 81.7% 88.0% 90.6% 92.3% 87.8%




Asian students consistently have the highest attendance rates across all engagement
quartiles, with attendance increasing slightly as engagement rises. Latino and White students
show more pronounced increases in attendance from the lowest to the highest engagement
quartile. For example, Latino students’ attendance rises from 87.4% in Quartile 1 to 90.9% in
Quartile 4 and White students’ attendance increases from 81.7% to 92.3%. This suggests that

higher school engagement is associated with better attendance, especially for some groups.
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A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of race/ethnicity, F(6, 428) = 5.50,

p <.001, partial n? = .072, indicating that attendance rates differ by group. There was also a
significant main effect of engagement quartile, F(3, 428) =2.90, p = .035, partial n*> =.020,
showing that students with higher engagement tend to have better attendance. However, the
interaction between race/ethnicity and engagement quartile was not significant, F(15, 428) =
1.38, p =.154, partial n?> = .046. This means that the positive relationship between engagement
and attendance is similar across all racial/ethnic groups - no group benefits disproportionately

more or less from higher engagement.

Related Finding 12: Engagement can narrow
attendance gaps and promote equity across all
student populations. While some student groups
attend school frequently, others - such as Latino and
White students - see significant attendance gains as
engagement increases.

In summary, attendance improves as school engagement increases, and this pattern holds

true for all racial/ethnic groups. Asian students have the highest attendance overall, while Latino
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and White students show the greatest gains in attendance as engagement rises. The lack of a
significant interaction suggests that efforts to boost school engagement are likely to improve
attendance for students of all backgrounds.

Summary of Inferential Findings

The first research question sought to explore the relationship between middle schoolers’
perceptions of school connectedness and engagement, derived from a school climate survey, and
academic performance (measured through GPA), academic growth (measured through growth on
standardized assessments in Math and ELA), behavior (measured through suspensions, discipline
referrals, and discipline interventions), and attendance. The results revealed a relationship
between students’ perceptions of school connectedness and their academic performance,
particularly in terms of GPA. Students who report feeling more engaged and connected to school
tend to have better grades, with academic engagement emerging as the strongest predictor, even
after controlling for demographics like gender, race, income, language ability, and special
education status. Among individual dimensions of both connectedness and engagement,
believing in one’s ability and working alongside teachers with high expectations for student
performance were the most powerful predictors of GPA. In contrast, neither school
connectedness nor academic engagement had any relationship to academic growth.

Behavioral outcomes showed limited connection to connectedness or engagement. In
fact, logistic regressions found that feeling more or less connected or engaged did not impact the
odds of having behavior issues at school. That said, when students believe in their own abilities
and feel as though the teachers expect them to succeed, they are less likely to need behavior

interventions.
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While attendance was not a primary focus of the study, it emerged as an important
outcome. Students who felt more engaged and connected to school were more likely to attend
regularly. This was true across all demographic groups. The impact of engagement is particularly
noteworthy. These findings indicate that student engagement can not only improve GPA but also
serve as a powerful tool for addressing chronic absenteeism.

Another surprising result was the lack of a significant relationship between students’
feelings of safety and any academic or behavioral outcomes. Given Summit View’s recent
history, this finding was unexpected and suggests that factors such as belonging, effort, and
relationships that students have with their teachers, appear to have a more substantial influence
on how students perform and engage in school. It may also suggest that students no longer see
safety as a pressing concern. When students feel physically safe, their focus can shift to more
motivational needs (such as believing they can complete high quality work), which can have a
profound impact on their performance in school.

These results highlight the importance of fostering meaningful connections, high
expectations, and student agency; key drivers of academic success at Summit View. These
findings offer compelling support for the central theories guiding our conceptual framework:
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. Both
frameworks emphasize the importance of fostering autonomy, relatedness, and competency in
order to increase a student’s motivation at school. Our findings suggest that when students feel
academically engaged and capable, they perform better and are more likely to attend school
regularly. Through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, feeling competent and supported by the
educators at school can serve as a protective layer that can buffer students from the challenges

they experience in the broader macro- and exosystem, including systemic inequities. The data
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from this study demonstrate that the influence of these drivers transcends all socioeconomic and
racial lines. This highlights the potential for meaningful intervention in these areas, serving to
uplift the entire school community, including those furthest from educational justice.

Qualitative Results

The first phase of this study explored how Summit View Middle School students’
perceptions of school connectedness and academic engagement relate to academic achievement,
school discipline, and attendance. As reflected above, the quantitative analysis revealed that
students who feel more connected to school and engaged in their learning tend to perform better
academically and attend school more regularly. Academic engagement emerged as the strongest
predictor of GPA, even after controlling for factors such as race, gender, income, language
status, and participation in special education programs. Additional evidence showed that SVMS
students who believed in their abilities and perceived high expectations from their teachers were
less likely to require behavior interventions. These findings raised important questions: What is
happening in the school environment that contributes to these perceptions? How are academic
and behavioral expectations communicated and internalized by SVMS students? To deepen
understanding of the patterns identified in the quantitative analysis, the next phase of the study
incorporated qualitative data from both educator interviews and student responses to open-ended
perception questions, including questionnaire feedback from participants in the SVP leadership
program. These sources provided insight into the lived experiences and contextual factors that
shaped the observed trends.

To answer these questions, the second phase of the study examined qualitative data

gathered from both educators and students, including those participating in the Student VVoice
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Program (SVP). This phase aimed to deepen our understanding of how the youth at SVMS make
sense of their academic engagement and connectedness. It also explores the beliefs of students
who participate in the Student Voice Program (SVP) or “Leadership class” and how educators
who observe this program perceive its impact on school outcomes.

What matters to SVMS Youth?

To deepen our understanding of how students perceive school connectedness and
academic engagement, we analyzed responses to a series of open-ended survey questions. These
prompts invited students to reflect on what motivates or hinders their academic effort, how
teachers can support high-quality work production, and what contributes to or undermines their
sense of safety and belonging at school. Questions also explored student perspectives on
recognition and incentives, such as what types of prizes or experiences would motivate them. By
reviewing the responses, we aimed to capture the nuanced, student-defined factors that shape
both engagement and connectedness, providing valuable context for the quantitative trends

observed in our broader data set.

e When responding to what motivates
KEY FINDING #3: ECOLOGICAL students to complete work to the best of their
SYSTEMS. Students’ experiences at
Summit View Middle School are influenced ability, students most frequently identified

by the multiple ecological systems that ] )
three key influences: 1) a family member or

their collective family; 2) grades; and 3) an innate desire to do well. Allen et al. (2016) discuss
the importance of the family to young people, specifically because it is the first community to
which they belong, so it is unsurprising that students discuss the impact of their families, even in
this context. When asked what teachers can do to motivate students to complete high-quality

work, students repeatedly cited teacher support 73 times, as the most important factor in helping
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them submit high-quality work: “help me,” some students wrote, while others simply wrote:
“support me.” Some students expressed frustration at being unsupported, even when asking for
help, “You have walked past me like 5 times and people had raised there [sic] hand just now and
you go to them when I have had my hand raised many constant hours but yet no response...”
Many students suggested that teachers can support them by offering words of encouragement
and expressing confidence in their abilities. They also emphasized the importance of specific
teacher behaviors highlighting clarity, calmness, and patience. Several students named individual
teachers who exemplified these qualities. As Kern et al. (2021) note, the impact of
teacher/student relationships often extends beyond academic performance, influencing students’
sense of belonging and well-being. As our quantitative analysis shows, teacher relationships are
a key variable of connectedness.

Students overwhelmingly reported that feeling uncared for stems from negative peer
behaviors, such as bullying or disrespect towards other peers and staff members, a lack of respect
or recognition, and insufficient support from teachers. When asked about safety, students
reference the negative peer behaviors, including fights, though some students indicate that
they’ve “only heard” about the fights. Students also identify physical building concerns,
advocating for increased staffing in the hallways. Students also emphasized the importance of
problem resolution. One student expressed a desire for staff to “actually take care of different
issues and take issues seriously,” while another highlighted the need for “actually taking my
ideas in and thinking about what I say.” Across their responses, students made it clear that they
want to feel heard and know that their concerns are taken seriously.

After identifying overall trends in the open-ended responses, we conducted a more

targeted analysis by grouping students according to their levels of connectedness and academic
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engagement, categorized as high, medium, and low. This allowed us to explore whether patterns

in student perceptions differed across these groups and to identify any meaningful trends related

to their experiences, motivations, and needs. As Figures 19 and 20 illustrate, students who

demonstrate high academic engagement most often reference a strong motivation to succeed, a

future orientation (college and/or career) and the importance of receiving feedback from

teachers. Students with high connectedness reference a future orientation and their families.

Figure 19
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Figure 20

Percentage of Mention By Connectedness
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To explore potential correlations, student perception responses were coded based on

whether they referenced grades, positive or negative feelings about teachers, satisfaction with
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school, or self-efficacy. Each of these variables was then analyzed using Spearman correlations

with both the Academic Engagement Index and School Connectedness Index.

As shown in table 5, there was a statistically significant correlation between academic

engagement and students” mention of grades (r = .108, p =.022). This suggests that academically

engaged students at SVMS are more likely to view grades as a meaningful part of their school

experience and as a source of motivation. It is not surprising that students who are academically
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engaged also reported positive feelings about their teachers ( r =.208, p <.001). Conversely,
negative feelings about teachers were not significantly correlated with academic engagement (r =
-0.13, p =.780), suggesting that negative perceptions alone may not meaningfully influence
engagement. Academically engaged students described their teachers as encouraging and
motivating and remarked that they gave positive feedback. Academically engaged students at
SVMS were also more likely to indicate that they were satisfied with their school experience,
often expressing sentiments such as, “I already feel cared for,” “My teachers are doing great,” or
“I feel safe.” Finally, academically engaged students frequently used language that reflected
self-efficacy, citing motivators such as “I like to learn,” and “I try my best because I want to get

better.”

Table 5

Spearman Correlations Between Academic Engagement and Independent Variables

Variable r 95% CI p
Grades .108* [.013,.201] .022
Positive Feelings .208** [.115,.297] <.001
about Teachers

Negative Feelings  -.013 [-.108, .082] .780
about Teachers

Student Satisfaction .271** [.181, .357] <.001
Self-Efficacy 250%* [.159, .337] <.001

Note. N = 453. Spearman rank-order correlations are shown. * p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p <
.001.

As shown in Table 6, the relationship between connectedness and grades was positive,
but not statistically significant (r = .017, p = .713), suggesting that students who feel connected
do not emphasize grades in their responses. However, teacher relationships do play a meaningful

role. The relationship with positive mentions of their teachers is statistically significant and
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positive (r =.165, p <.001), while the relationship with negative mentions of their teachers is
negative, but statistically significant (r =-.121, p = .010). What this suggests is that connected
students generally have positive relationships with their teachers. Unsurprisingly, high
connectedness is also correlated with high student satisfaction (r =.295, p <.001), indicating that
SVMS students who express feeling connected to school generally feel satisfied about their
experience. Students who feel connected also identify that the school is safe, that teachers care
for them, and that they are doing well. Finally, and most importantly, connected students also
demonstrate a high sense of self-efficacy (r = .206, p <.001), suggesting that students who feel

connected are more likely to believe in their ability to complete academic tasks successfully.

Table 6

Spearman Correlations Between Connectedness and Independent Variables
Variable r 95% CI p
Grades 017 [-.112, .078] 713
Positive Feelings 165** [.072, .256] <.001
about Teachers

Negative Feelings  -.121* [-.213, -.026] .010
about Teachers

Student Satisfaction .295** [.206, .380] <.001
Self-Efficacy 206** [.114, .296] <.001

Note. N = 453. Spearman rank-order correlations are shown. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001.

How does the SVP impact SVP students’ perceptions of academic engagement and school
connectedness?
Data for this portion of the study were collected using semi-structured interviews

conducted in a conversational style with a selection of Summit View Middle School educators
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along with a questionnaire designed to capture SVP participants’ perceptions of the program and
its effectiveness.
Teacher perception

Semi-structured interviews allowed us to ask specific questions of all participants, while
providing the participants the freedom to decide the conversational trajectory of the interviews
(Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Questions for this study covered topics to “understand [the] various
realms of [the educators’] perception” (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The topics that were covered
focused on the educators’ perception of the students’ academic engagement (i.e. participation,
effort, or focus) in class and at school before and after participation in the SVP. Educators were
also asked to share their perspective on the students’ sense of connectedness to school, students’
sense of empowerment, and how initiatives like the Student VVoice Program may contribute to
bridging the gap between connectedness and academic engagement. Interviews were conducted
virtually via Zoom and recorded. This format gave us the opportunity to observe body language
and other non-verbal communication by the educators (Ravitch & Carl, 2021).

For efficient data management, and to ensure a comprehensive record of the interview
process, a spreadsheet was created and was used to track interview details such as interview
dates and critical observations. The transcripts were cleaned privately, ensuring confidentiality
and anonymity of the educator participants. After each interview, we wrote initial analytic
memos that comprehensively described participants’ body language, key observations, and
emerging themes. The memos also informed the coding process in Taguette, providing a

foundation for identifying and refining themes and patterns within the data (Elliott, 2018).
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Data Analysis Process (Educator Interviews)

We read each interview transcript to familiarize ourselves with the data. The data was
analyzed inductively using a grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978), allowing
codes to emerge from the data rather than preconceived categories. The open coding was done
using Taguette to enable consistency. Significant statements were identified, and initial codes
were assigned based on emergent themes. While using open coding, we focused on capturing
codes related to sense of belonging (non-academic participation at school/in class, purpose,
effort), student voice (empowerment, decision-making, problem solving), sense of connectedness
(student-student, student-teacher, student-school), and academic engagement (responsibility,
trust, academic participation at school/in class). After coding each transcript, we worked on
analytic memos in Taguette to reflect on patterns and overall impressions. This effort aided us in
understanding the context and nuances of the data. These memos helped develop nuanced
(although anonymous) portraits of each educator, capturing their backgrounds, experiences, and

perspectives on the students’ experiences in, and perceptions of, the SVP at Summit View

Middle School.

_ Themes

KEY FINDING #4: EDUCATORS

PERCEIVE THE SVP AS A We identified themes and codes that resulted
CATALYST FOR INCREASED

ACADEMIC ENGAGEMENT.

from the educator interviews via a combination

Educators perceived the leadership class to of deductive and inductive coding. The
be a catalyst for increased student _ _
engagement by fostering Ownership and I‘ecurl‘lng themes were perceptlon Of StUdent

autonomy, highlighting that students
developed greater confidence,

responsibilities, and willingness to meet connectedness to school, peers, and teachers;
behavioral and academic expectations.

voice and empowerment; perception of student
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academic engagement; and interestingly, a mindset shift in teachers’ perceptions of their
relationships with students. Another unexpected theme that emerged through every educator
interview was a shift toward interdisciplinary instruction. With each of these, we identified
similarities and differences in the educators’ perceptions of each theme. We then compared these
themes to the findings from the student feedback survey and the student questionnaire.
Student Voice and Empowerment

Educators observed that students who participated in the SVP became stronger self-
advocates, developing their voices through consistent practice and actively engaging with
feedback from both peers and teachers. The SVP is a graded elective at Summit View. Students
must learn to work collaboratively with their peers to solve a problem within their school or
community. Classroom norms, such as listening to each other without judgement, are established
first, creating a safe space for students to brainstorm and share ideas openly. One educator stated
that this part of the process was her favorite because,

[A]nyone can get an idea and then find someone that also is passionate about that idea.

And they really lock in and just work hard, and it's really cool to be in that space. It can

be loud, you know, but they're all working which is really cool. It’s really empowering

for them. And, really, for me, too.
Student teams work to solve the problem with guidance from their teacher. The students
authentically learn the importance of asking community members or adults in the school
thoughtful questions in order to gain necessary knowledge to complete their project. Many
students have not learned how to effectively ask questions or are embarrassed or self-conscious
about doing so. Prior to participating in the SVP, some avoided these situations altogether by

skipping class or not attending school. However, through their investment in the project and the
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accountability they feel toward their teammates, they have begun to seek out support from their
teachers and the school staff when needed. The students and teacher develop a strong, and most
importantly, non-critical relationship where skills such as active listening, open-mindedness, and
empathy are learned implicitly. As one educator said,
[The students] like being in a safe place, where there’s a safe person that they can go to
and be like, ‘Hey, can we check in about this? We want to be right when we do this.” I
don’t think they even realize the changes that happen to them at first.
By working collaboratively with their peers, the students learn to hold themselves and their peers
accountable for the work they produce. One educator spoke passionately about how the SVP
students have taken responsibility for their actions, the actions of their peers (both those in the
SVP and those who are not), and the actions of the younger students in the school. The educator
found this to be one of the most unexpected results of the SVP. The SVP students are seen as
leaders by their peers, a role they do not take lightly, and they have learned to use their position
in positive ways.
If they are seen doing something as negative or not in a good light, you know, they
know how to correct it now, rather than be the person that's doing it, they'll correct the
younger ones around... making sure that when they see those type of things, they say
something. They're like, ‘Yeah, naw, that’s not cool, you know, not here.’
Running assemblies and giving speeches for the whole student body are other requirements of
the SVP and a major contributor to the students developing their voice. The students see
themselves as contributing members of the school; and, because their teachers trust that they will
get the work done, they take pride in the work. One of the educators shared, “If they're running

an assembly and they're getting praise, | feel like it builds up their credibility among their peers.”
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The students have also learned the importance of self-reflection after these events, asking both
their teachers and their peers for feedback in order to improve their practice. Through their
participation in the SVP, students have developed key skills such as attention to detail,
organization, time management, and a strong work ethic. They are now beginning to apply these
skills across their academic classes. One educator shared that her SVP students were struggling
with an assignment in another class. Taking the initiative, the group selected a spokesperson who
approached her, requesting support with scheduling a meeting between them and the teacher of
the other class to find a solution. The educator guided the student in arranging a meeting with the
other teacher to discuss the difficulties. During the meeting, the students explained their
confusion and asked the teacher for clarification, expressing that they wanted to fully understand
the assignment in order to avoid falling behind academically. Not only did the students learn the
importance of elevating their voices, they also developed a stronger relationship with both
teachers. Another educator stated,
| do feel like it truly improves their identity around what it means to be a scholar or be
good at school. And to be able to do things where they're praised for their engagement.
And then to leverage that relationship with them [and for the teacher to say] “Wow! You
did so great.”
The students learned to use their collective voice to build their own academic identity,
empowering and motivating them to engage in their classes and complete their assignments.
They have discovered on their own that elevating their voice has a positive impact on their lives

and, as a bonus, on their GPA.
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Student Connectedness to School, Peers, and Teachers
Regarding the students who participated in the SVP, all the educators interviewed
remarked on how disconnected the students were when at school, prior to participating in the
SVP. “I would definitely say that they would feel very disconnected from their peers, from their
teachers, disconnected to the bigger purpose of education,” shared one educator. “This class was
set up for students who needed to become leaders,” shared another, “This class was set up for
those students who needed a path. And they did.”. Initially, the students did not see how a quality
education impacts their future until their participation in the SVP. There has been a noticeable
shift in the students’ perception of school and their reasons for being at school.
| would say that they definitely have a higher sense of responsibility, which is
something that we would see lacking from those scholars, especially the ones with some
behavior concerns and things of that nature, and they feel more connected to their
school. A sense of responsibility for like the culture, maybe not 100% of the time, but
when they're put into opportunities that elevate their voice or elevate their like
responsibility levels, they definitely take that seriously.
The students viewed school as a place where they felt belittled and embarrassed, before
participating in the SVP, because they are not excellent readers or mathematicians. They only
saw school as a place for traditional academics (an area in which many students struggled); but
the SVP helped them realize that academic learning can happen in more engaging, meaningful,
and collaborative ways. The SVP taught them there are many aspects to school where they can
excel that do not require reading or math skills in isolation. The students no longer felt like
school was wasting their time because they could see their work making a difference for the

school. They learned that they could still be leaders or motivators or orators despite less than



100

average traditional academic skills. As they worked on their projects in the SVP class, they
increased their basic academic skills because they needed them to complete their projects. The
teachers discovered that the more responsibility the students were given as part of the SVP, the
more they “stepped up and found their voice, their purpose, their reason to be here,” shared one
educator, “It was beautiful to see.” She said she knew the program was making an impact when a
student told her, “School is more than academics, right? It’s more. And it’s better.” Another
educator made a point to describe the shift in the students’ view of their teachers’ role at school.
He explained that the students who participate in the SVP worked with a local organization to
put on two-hour mental health workshops to support 600 students, with a goal of creating mental
health toolkits. These toolkits were designed by the students in the SVP to give their peers
practical strategies for managing emotions like sadness, frustration, or anger.
It was wonderful. And some of the most difficult scholars from years past were leading
some of the best workshops. You know, holding their peers accountable to the learning
which is great to see. Here's the 8th grader that's taking care of the business, seeing how
difficult it is, too, you know, to be a teacher. Not easy. They got a taste of that.
This educator went on to share how the students learned first-hand how their behavior affects
their learning. While facilitating the workshops, they became frustrated when their peers didn’t
listen, giving them a deeper understanding of how disruptive behavior can interfere with
meaningful learning. Another educator shared about the same experience, “They are the kids that
need the extra love, that didn’t have the best record at school and realized, ‘Oh, it's really hard to
be a teacher. It's really hard to lead a group of kids.” Both educators shared how this experience
changed the narrative for the students. The students who were part of the Leadership class,

already seen as leaders in the school, changed their behavior toward teachers and held their peers
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to the same standard. The students learned that their behavior choices not only affect their
learning, but they also affect the health of the school community. An educator, who worked
directly with the students in the SVP during the previous school year, shared that she saw the
most significant change in the students when it came to accepting praise from their teachers and
peers. “It was as if they didn’t know how to behave when they were told they had done
something well. They were not used to it, no one had showed them what to do when they were
praised,” she explained. Modeling appropriate behaviors was important for her as she taught; she
wanted the students to see that what she said to them was genuine. “It was great, to see,” she
shared, “It was almost that they needed permission to be told they had done a good job. So, I told
them as much as I could.” Once the students were comfortable accepting praise, they praised
each other more often. This process also taught the students the importance of their relationships
with their teachers.
We had a plan for the Leadership class, but we turned it into something else, something
bigger based on what the students needed and responded to. What | ended up teaching
them was not at all what I thought | was going to do. This was not my plan for the class.
But | kind of rewrote my plan. And | gained as much as they did.
The students did not all come to the SVP equipped with the skills needed to build strong
relationships with their teachers, and in some cases, with their peers. Shared one educator,
Well, I've had a few kids [who did not know how to talk to teachers], but it there was
one in particular and he was like, ‘Well, I don't like her. She's weird.” I was like, you
know that's life, but you want a better grade. So, what are you going to do? So | set up an
appointment for him. | talked to the teacher. I told her what was going on, and we sat

down, and he actually ended up having a pre-conversation with her, and when we sat
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down it had already started, and then they had made a plan, and he did what he needed to
do.
Restorative conversations are the norm at Summit View, not only because it helps the students
understand the consequences of their actions, but because it promotes conflict resolution in a
non-judgmental and organized manner. These conversations are held not just between students,
but also between students and teachers, fostering stronger relationships through collaborative
problem solving. As part of the Leadership class, students were taught how to engage in
restorative conversations with teachers and were encouraged to use these skills to reconnect with
teachers and staff with whom they had previously experienced conflict or felt ignored. These
conversations built strong relationships and strengthened connectedness between students and
teachers. One educator shared a conversation she had with a student who is in the SVP.
He said to me, ‘Like, I know [the teacher] now. She knows these other teachers
involved with these other teachers and they all are checking in on me, so | gotta get
things done. Show them I can.’
A critical aspect of the SVP that one educator shared, was the ripple effect it has had on the
students who are not in the program.
“We mentioned previously that the students in the SVP are holding their peers
accountable for their behavior, but this was an unexpected effect that has been very
positive. Students who are not in the SVP are asking to lead assemblies, give tours to
incoming fifth graders, and participate in other activities with the SVP students.”
All of the educators mentioned this unanticipated phenomenon, but one said it best.
The other kids, they are friends with the kids who are in it. So then they're like, ‘Well,

can | be a tour guide? Because | heard from some other kids that, like, | know there's a
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kid who's not in that class, but he was a tour guide. So, can I?” They are realizing it's too

late to get into that class. But it's not too late to be involved in some way.
The entire school community benefits from the SVP, as well as the positive behaviors and
leadership demonstrated by its student participants. Many students are attending school just to
participate in the Leadership class. This has led to increased overall engagement and a more
positive, collaborative school culture.
Academic Engagement

At Summit Valley Middle School, academic performance on state standardized tests has
historically been poor. One contributing factor has been consistently low student attendance.
However, as a result of their participation in the SVP, the students are motivated to come to
school. “I think that they, because they're so bought into this class, they are literally showing up
to school more,” shared one educator, “even if at first, it was just for this class”. Other educators
interviewed shared that the students feel valued and heard by the Summit Valley teachers, as
well as their peers. The responsibility and trust the students have earned from their teachers as a
result of the SVP has built their self-confidence and self-efficacy toward their academics. The
students have experienced success though the projects and activities that are required by the
SVP. Student attendance has improved - initially driven by their desire to attend the SVP class.
Over time, as they developed skills such as time management, organization, self-regulation, and
self-respect through the program, they began to recognize the impact they could have on their
own academic success. They are more willing to embrace academic identities they previously
resisted or avoided. The students know they are in a safe space, with trusted adults, where they
can take more academic risks. Students are attending school more regularly because they have

built trusting relationships with teachers who they know will support them when challenges
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arise. This sense of support has helped them feel more comfortable participating in class, leading
to greater academic engagement and, in turn, higher grades. The care and effort SVP students put
into their projects is now extending across their other classes as well. When an educator was
asked if she had observed differences in engagement between the students who participated in
the Leadership class compared to those who had not, she said,
Oh, definitely, they are much more engaged. Right? They see the purpose of why
School is something they need to do. They see the value of what they're doing. [At
Summit Valley] we've done a lot of work around creating meaningful units that are
relevant to our students and mimic the real world. And | have seen kids who have been
in our Leadership class who then in, their social studies class, do a migration unit where
They decide to interview community from like a local retirement community about their
migration story. And then they write a spoken word piece as that person, retelling their
migration story. So, these kids, who, previous to [participating in the SVP], were
disengaged academically, are now successful. And then that kind of change bleeds into
their academic courses, where they're successful and can get on a stage and do it right
because they have already felt that success in the Leadership class.
Teachers have responded positively to the noticeable shift in behavior and motivation among
students who participated in the SVP. As these students began attending school more regularly
and demonstrating increased effort, teachers embraced their growth and extended high
expectations to their classes as well. This consistent message of belief and accountability helped
students build confidence in themselves, leading to more completed assignments and improved
grades. One educator illustrated this transformation:

One student, in particular, he really will not do a lot of work for anybody. In fact, he got
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suspended not too long ago. And this child, this same child that said he couldn’t do
work, no, couldn’t do it. He did an entire advocacy project to try and get a skate club in
here. That was his whole plan. Then he found out down the road that our insurance
doesn't cover that. He was devastated. He even talked about it in his reflection. So the
principal and I found this program called Chill. And then he started researching it more.
He sent an advocacy letter off to them to be like, ‘Hey, would you, you know? Think
about coming here? How could we work in insurance for that?’ And then he created an
entire finished poster for Awards Night. | get emotional about this. This child, this child
who said he couldn’t, is the reason for this class. And you know? He could. He did. It
was beautiful.
Interdisciplinary instruction
When asked what they would change about the SVP, every educator expressed a desire to
expand the program, both by making it available to more students across grade levels and by
integrating its approach into academic classes. Interdisciplinary instruction is an approach that
allows students to use knowledge and skills gained from multiple academic areas to explore a
topic (Murdock et al., 2000; Dweck, 2006). Students learn to consider multiple perspectives,
build critical thinking skills, and make connections across disciplines. The content is connected
to real-world situations, making the learning more authentic and relevant to students’ lives
(Froiland & Worrell, 2016). One educator spoke of building on the skills the students have
learned in the SVP:
[School leaders are] talking about running a student store and so thinking about
Connections between math and running a student store, like, that's such a authentic way

to learn math. I think about how can we connect [the SVP] to science or social studies
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or language arts in a really authentic way. Where you draw them into, learning about
something in that kind of authentic way.
Another educator spoke of the unwritten skills students gain when they are encouraged to
connect what they learn in one class to what is happening throughout the rest of the day.
“The social emotional and soft skills that are not usually taught explicitly in middle school due to
time or whatever, are naturally integrated into this style of instruction. Students learn to think
creatively, communicate effectively, so many good things,” she said. One of the challenges all
middle school students face is adjusting to the structure of the day after elementary school. They
spend most of their day in one classroom for six years, then are sent to middle school with little
preparation for navigating multiple classes. One educator shared,
Students go to middle school, the most difficult time in their lives developmentally, and
they are expected to take X number of classes that have nothing to do with each other and
even less to do with what the kids care about — no wonder the kids don’t want be at
school.
Mindset shift in teachers’ perceptions of relationships with students
One of the unexpected results of implementing the SVP at Summit Valley is the shift in
the perception of the teachers that work with the students in the SVP. They have come to
recognize the importance of building relationships with students who present the greatest
challenges, starting with those participating in the SVP. One way this connection was
strengthened was through opportunities to praise students outside of class, allowing teachers to
highlight personal growth and positive behaviors beyond traditional academics, especially for
students who may struggle to find success in traditional academic settings.

We all know we need to [praise], but it can be hard at times, especially if a student only
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comes to school once in a while or has a bad attitude. When we had different

opportunities to praise them, it built trust for all of us. It made praising easy.
Accountability emerged as an important, somewhat surprising, theme throughout SVP. Teachers
experienced a mindset shift as students not only took greater ownership of their own work but
also began holding their teachers to the same standard, reshaping the dynamic between students
and teachers.

Our teachers stepped up because our students began to hold them accountable. It’s like,

‘I turned my assignment in, so now you have to grade and post. If not, I will come ask

you why you haven’t.’
One of the school-based challenges the SVP students wanted to solve was their need for greater
support from teachers. They felt that many students in the school, not just those in the Leadership
class, were frustrated with a lack of clarity and direction from teachers. The students turned this
frustration into a community project by organizing focus groups, where teachers received direct
feedback from students aimed at improving instructional practice.

Since only a few students signed up, they decided to pitch it to the whole staff. At first,

there's like, maybe two teachers that signed up. But, as the teachers were getting

feedback, I feel like it built momentum of like, ‘Oh, I'll sign up for it, too,” or ‘I want

that,” you know?
Implementing a new program at a school requires cooperation from the entire school community.
The teachers and staff at Summit View Middle School learned that the program was not just
about the students, it was about the community. “It really has built trust among our staff. By
giving [the students] a voice, empowering them to come to us confidently and advocate for what

they need, it has built our staff culture, which has traditionally not been good,” stated one
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educator. “I feel like [the SVP] transforms teachers’ pedagogy and perceptions about teaching,”
shared another educator. In the process of empowering students, the SVP also strengthened
relationships, reshaped teaching practices, and cultivated a more unified and trusting school

culture.

N, svP student Perceptions

KEY FINDING #5: WHEN STUDENTS To better understand the impact of the
FEEL HEARD, THEY SHOW UP AND

STEP UP. Students in the SVP felt their ideas ~ Student Voice Program (SVP) on students’
were valued, increasing motivation to attend all

. experiences at school, a questionnaire was
classes and meet expectations.

distributed to the 3" trimester leadership
class, with a response rate of approximately 50%. The survey aimed to gather student
perspectives on school connectedness, clarity of academic and behavioral expectations, and the
influence of SVP participation on their attitudes and behaviors about school. All responses were
anonymous and used solely for this project.

Students who took the SVP questionnaire overall indicated a change in not only their
understanding of behavioral and academic expectations, but also in their own behavioral and
academic habits. As illustrated in the charts below, students expressed that their participation in
the Leadership class helped them better understand what is expected of them and encouraged
them to take greater responsibility for their actions and learning. This suggests that the program

contributed to meaningful growth in both awareness and accountability.
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Figure 21
Responses to Student Voice Intervention Program Survey Question 6
Since participating in Leadership Class, has your

understanding of school rules and expectations
changed?

Students overwhelmingly recognize that they take more responsibility for their own learning.
They also reported that they participate more in class discussions and complete more of their
schoolwork on time.
Figure 22
Responses to Student Voice Intervention Program Survey Question 8

Since joining Leadership Class, how have your academic

habits changed? (Check all that apply)

Other (please specify)
My academic habits haven't changed

| take more responsibility of my own learning

|
.
|
I ask for help when I need it  IEEREMEEN
| participate more in class discussion I
|

| complete more of my schoolwork on time
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In addition to a shift in academic habits, students also recognize that their behavioral habits have
changed. Students report that they take more responsibility for their choices. They are more

comfortable advocating for themselves and thinking more about how their actions affect others.

Figure 23

Responses to Student Voice Intervention Program Survey Question 9

Since joining leadership class, how have your behavioral habits
changed? (Select all that apply)

Other (please specify) I

My behavioral habits haven't changed

| am more comfortable advocating for myself
| take more responsibility for my choices

| think more about how my actions affect others

| follow school expectations more closely

o
=
N
w
I
v
(<)}
~

Students who responded to the SVP questionnaire were also invited to give free
responses to clarify their answers. One student described their experience with the Leadership
class, saying: “It has been both challenging and rewarding. Challenging because of the many
work we've done and rewarding because of knowing that we are helping the community at the
end of the day.” This reflects a broader theme among participants, Leadership class not only
challenged students academically, but also empowered them to engage meaningfully with their

school community and recognize the value of their contributions.
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Summary of Qualitative Findings

Connection to Conceptual Framework

The Self-Determination Theory highlights how motivation is increased when people feel
competent and connected to members of their community. It emphasizes the importance of
schools fostering autonomy and competency to keep students motivated (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Ryan & Deci, 2020). When schools encourage teachers to be creative and allow meaningful
learning to occur, students feel in control of their decisions and develop their own voice. This
leads to increased motivation and academic engagement. The students at Summit View who
participated in the SVP have learned to use their voice to make significant changes in the school.
Educators report that students have developed a stronger sense of connection to the school and
now demonstrate greater ownership over their work. This strengthened connection has led to
improved attendance, which initially centered around the SVP but gradually extended to
students’ other classes, resulting in greater academic engagement, higher grades and increased
course completion for most participants. The educators at Summit View Middle School shared
that the students who participated in the SVP have learned to be accountable for their work,
behavior, and the school culture overall.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory embraces how the different levels of the
systems that surround a school impact the students. It says that students are significantly
impacted by the relationships they develop while in school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The students
who participated in the SVP, and even those that didn’t, learned the skills needed to build strong
relationships with their teachers and their peers. As students in the SVP learned how their actions

impact the broader school community, they began holding themselves, one another, and even
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younger peers accountable for their behavior. This sense of shared responsibility fostered a
strong feeling of belonging among the majority of participants. The students, teachers, and the
school community learned the benefits of supportive relationships and now feel a strong sense of

connectedness to the school.

Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Increase student self-efficacy by cultivating a culture of high
expectations and high support.

The quantitative findings reinforced the insights shared by educators. Students who are
academically engaged and feel connected to school have higher GPAS, better attendance, and
fewer behavioral issues (Findings 1, 2, 7, 10). Of all the factors analyzed, the most consistent and
powerful predictor of academic success was students’ belief that they were doing their best work
(Finding 5). Students who perceived their teachers as supportive with high expectations were
also more likely to excel (Findings 3, 9). Importantly, this pattern held true across all student
backgrounds, suggesting that fostering self-efficacy and engagement not only supports
achievement but also promotes equity (Findings 8, 12). These findings point to a clear
opportunity for school-wide action. If self-efficacy and academic engagement are driving
stronger outcomes for all students, then fostering these qualities must become a strategic priority
across all classrooms.

The school-level findings are echoed and broadened by the literature. As Zimmerman
(2000) and Bandura (1977) explain, self-efficacy- or the belief in one’s ability to succeed, is a
powerful driver of motivation. More recently, Zysberg and Schabsky (2021) confirmed that self-

efficacy is a stronger predictor of academic outcomes than demographics. Similarly, Robbins et
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al. (2004) and Ismail et al. (2017) showed that self-efficacy predicted GPA, even when
controlling for other variables. Our study further confirmed this argument, illustrating that
students’ belief in their ability to do quality work is not just a psychological trait, it’s a driver of
academic success.

Students thrive when they experience a culture of high expectations and high support
(Alder, 2002; Weinstein, 2002; Li and Rubie-Davies 2015; Rubie-Davies 2007; Wang et al.
2019; Wang & Holcombe, 2010). Cultivating this culture, however, requires systematic and
school-level changes rooted in authentic belief in students’ potential. As Bronfenbrenner and
Morris (2006) remind us, meaningful development occurs through frequent and consistent
interactions. A culture is not built in one singular classroom; it is built through the hallways,
classrooms, cafeterias, and offices by the individuals that students interact with every day. To
cultivate this culture across the school, the following shifts are recommended:

1. Make belief in students’ potential a non-negotiable school value.

Students at SVMS repeatedly emphasized the importance of feeling supported,
encouraged, and believed in by their teachers. Many described motivation stemming from
teacher feedback and expressions of confidence. “Something that motivates me is when the
teacher believes that | am good enough to get a good grade," wrote one SVP student.

Specific behaviors, such as noticing effort, giving helpful feedback, or offering support when
students asked for help, were cited over 70 times in student responses.

What teachers can do to motivate me and other students to complete high-quality work is

to encourage and help out students when they need it most if its [sic] something personal

that they are willing to talk about of if they just need help to understand their assignment

or need help to complete an assignment.
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Students also mentioned non-examples- teacher behaviors that undermined their motivation or
self-efficacy. “You have walked past me like 5 times... I have had my hand raised many
constant hours but yet no response,” stated one student. This shows the importance of both action
and non-action. Students in low expectations classrooms show significant decline in student self-
perception over time, even when academic ability remains the same (Rubie-Davies 2006; Rubie-
Davies, 2007). Conversely, when teachers have higher expectations, performance improves
(Alder 2002; Wang & Holcombe 2010). Clearly identifying and naming both examples and non-
examples of what it means to hold high expectations is critical to changing adult practice. If adult
perceptions can shape expectations (Timmermans et al., 2016), then clearly naming biases or
non-examples is essential for disrupting inequitable patterns.
Action Steps:
e Clearly define and model what high expectations and high support looks like in action.
Use student feedback in the creation of this vision.
e Use both specific examples and non-examples to guide professional learning and
feedback. Have students review these examples.
o Example: During group work time, the teacher checks in with each group, with
each student responsible for capturing their own thoughts prior to sharing as a
group (think/ink/pair/share). All students are expected to share their thinking but
supports utilized may vary (e.g. sentence frames/no sentence frames).
o Non-example: Ignoring a student’s raised hand or only praising already high-
performing students. Allowing students to opt out of group work. Only allowing

students who finish early to explain their thinking to the class.
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e Include observable indicators of belief to be used in classroom walkthroughs (e.g. how
students are responded to when struggling, who gets feedback, quality of feedback, etc.).
Use student feedback to drive the creation of these indicators.

e Create regular opportunities to reflect as a staff: “Are all students engaged? If not, why
not? What behaviors are you seeing to indicate engagement or non-engagement? Who
might be experiencing non-examples of support or belief?”’

2. Use student voice as a core metric of success.

Student voice is a powerful lever for increasing engagement, belonging and achievement.
Conner et al. (2024) found that even when only one teacher implemented student voice practices,
engagement and attendance improved. Our study mirrored these outcomes. Graham et al. (2022)
further showed that student collaboration and influence explained 49% of the variance in well-
being but voice with no influence has no effect. This echoes what SVMS students reported: their
motivation increased when they felt their concerns were heard and acted on and expressed
frustration when their concerns were dismissed. One SVMS educators spoke to this point,

[The student] told me, ‘Like, I see [this teacher] likes me now. [This teacher] is at school

with these other teachers and adults. These adults are checking in with me. | got this,

now.” And I think that just brings to light, like how important all the pieces are for the
students, they step up when we step up. It’s beautiful.
Action Steps:
e Center student voice and perception data as key measures of success in school

improvement efforts.
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e Celebrate examples of teacher responsiveness and use of student-reported non-examples
(e.g. feeling ignored, unclear expectations) as opportunities for reflection and growth.

o Create regular feedback-loops where students co-lead class meetings within the
classroom so that teachers have opportunities to regularly hear feedback from their
students (e.g. SVP-style panels, focus groups).

3. Hire and retain staff who demonstrate belief in all students.

The SVP intervention revealed that students flourished when teachers believed in the
students capacity to lead - even students with prior behavior challenges or academic
disengagement. The educators interviewed noted clear increases in students’ motivation,
confidence, and self-efficacy. They consistently called for the broader adoption of these
instructional practices across the school.

Teachers also noted shifts in their own mindsets after seeing what students could
accomplish with trust and support. This reflects findings from Timmermans et al. (2016) who
noted that teachers’ perceptions of student self-efficacy significantly impacted their expectations
of the student, creating either a cycle of success or a replicating a cycle of oppression. SVMS
educators articulated the same idea. One shared:

We had students who were disengaged academically, are now successful in Leadership.

They saw [the teachers] trusted and believed in them. It wasn’t just that we told them

they could do the work; the kids saw they could do it. And for maybe the first time, they

cared about what they were doing in class. And they started to believe it themselves. And
believe in themselves. They realized they could be successful. And then that kind of

change also like, bleeds into their academic courses, where they're successful and can get



117

on a stage and do that, right? Because they have already felt that success in the
classroom, you know, in a smaller space.
Action Steps:
e Embed screening for high expectations/high support into hiring practices.
e Include interview questions that explore how candidates respond to common non-
examples, such as:
o Why are so many schools failing to support students in achieving academic
success? If you had to pinpoint one reason why, what would it be and why?

- Look for mindsets that blame performance entirely on the macrosystem or
blame the student themselves, rather than identifying how schools can
shift and change practice.

e Retain staff who build confidence through action and language.
4. Prioritize professional development on bias, relationships, and voice.

Students repeatedly reference how specific teacher behaviors such as clarity, patience,
feedback, and praise made them feel supported and motivated. They also shared how being
ignored, dismissed, or even stereotyped, damaged their confidence. One student even reported
that they didn’t think the teacher knew their name.

Hammond (2015) emphasizes that if teachers want to develop the cognitive development
of all students, they must build their awareness of biases, systemic inequity, and how their
personal experiences shape their teaching practices, whether consciously or unconsciously. She
also describes the importance of building learning partnerships alongside students, developing

instructional practices to help students process information, and creating a classroom community
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where shared responsibility is a key norm. Cook-Sather (2006) and Fielding (2004) also
underscore the importance of redistributing power in the teacher-student relationship to
strengthen connectedness and motivation. These approaches to culturally responsive teaching
support the psychological needs that drive student engagement. As Ryan & Deci (2000) remind
us, relatedness, competency, and autonomy are essential for intrinsic motivation. When these
needs are not met, students quickly sense it and may disengage. SVMS students knew when
teachers believed in them and when they didn't, underscoring the importance of providing timely
professional learning that helps educators recognize and respond to student perceptions.
Action Steps:
e Offer ongoing professional development on implicit bias and culturally responsive
practices, such as Hammond’s “Ready for Rigor” (p. 18) framework.
e Use student stories and specific non-examples as part of professional development (e.g.
reenact or reflect on student quotes like, “No one helped me even though | asked”).
e Engage students, like those in the SVP, as co-facilitators to share how they feel belief and
support in action.
SVMS data shows that students know when teachers believe in them - and when they don’t. As
one student reports:
sometimes i [sic] feel that i [sic] am being forced and some teachers just sound as if they
are done with our shit and just want to leave. I [sic] get offended and its [sic] sad to know
that there are adults who don't care for the well being [sic] of the students. ESPECIALLY

at a time where teens and children alike are being pulled into the online world and are



119

influenced by other people very easily. it [sic] could cause very bad mental problems and

issues like anxiety, depression and more.
Self-efficacy does not grow from vague encouragement, boxed curriculum, or posters on the
wall. It develops through concrete, repeated actions, nurtured within an ecosystem
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) that brings together students, teachers, families and
community in mutually reinforcing roles to create consistent messages of belief, support and
opportunity. To change outcomes, schools must first change adult practice. That starts with
clarity, not just about behaviors we want to see but about the mindsets and actions we must leave

behind.

Recommendation 2: Implement a version of the SVP schoolwide.

Increasing access to the Leadership class could also benefit the entire school. Students
who participated in the SVP have learned the importance of meeting schoolwide academic and
behavioral expectations. By presenting workshops to their peers over the course of a three-hour
period, they learned firsthand how student behavior impacts the quality of instruction. Their
frustration with peers during that experience prompted them to first reflect on and adjust their
own behavior and then encourage their classmates to do the same. Once they committed to this
shift, the students actively held one another accountable. The decision reflected a strong sense of
student ownership, as it was initiated and carried out entirely by the students, without direction
from teachers or administrators. This sense of autonomy, a key driver in Self-Determination
Theory, not only fosters deeper engagement, but also empowers students to take initiative, build

stronger relationships with peers and teachers, make meaningful contributions, and develop a
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growing sense of competency in their academic and social awareness. Together, these factors
reinforce students” commitment to learning and to their broader school community.

Students who participated in the SVP specifically mentioned two experiences that were
transformative: participation in the projects and an experience teaching the class. One student
said,

An experience | went through was, when we had to teach a whole class. It was nerve

racking, but it was a super fun experience I'd like to go through again. Teaching someone

something, it made me feel happy. It helped me open a new chapter for me.
Another student said:

Participating in Leadership class definitely changed my perspective about my school

rules because of all the hard work we do. Before joining this class, | never thought

outside the box but now since I'm in this class, I've learned to think more and how to
represent my school. | definitely focus more for my studies and even for myself as well
because my behavior and my academic grades affect my whole school.

The transition from grade school to middle school often sees a lag in academic
achievement (Evans et al, 2018; Akos et al, 2015) and an increase in discipline problems
(Theriot & Dupper, 2010). Because it appears that the Leadership class has at least a moderate
impact on student connectedness, and our findings indicate that school connectedness has
positive impacts on school attendance and academic engagement, introducing the SVP
throughout the middle school experience may have a positive impact on the middle school
transition. As students participating in the Leadership class demonstrated, participating in the
Leadership class enabled them to better understand how their actions impact themselves and

their community. It taught them how to take responsibility for their learning and their choices.
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Introducing the intervention earlier in students’ middle school experience may help ease the
challenges of the early transition, especially given the protective effect of self-efficacy observed
in our quantitative findings.

Expanding opportunities for student voice beyond a single classroom could help scale the
impact school-wide, potentially fostering the broader benefits associated with democratic and
inclusive school culture (Gonzalez et al, 2021; Ott et al, 2023). The student feedback from the
Leadership class was clear: as they participated in their Leadership class, they thought more
about their own actions, other people, and school expectations. It is not enough for only some
students to experience the autonomy, advocacy, and ownership fostered through the SVP - these
opportunities should be accessible to all. Inequities are only reaffirmed when access is limited,
often to those who already benefit from the system (Mitra, 2018; Connor et al, 2024). Instead,
expanding access to all students has the potential to elevate a broader range of youth voices at

SVMS, especially those who are too often left unheard.

Recommendation 3: Redefine rigor through a schoolwide vision for high-quality work.

Together, the first two recommendations emphasize the importance of cultivating student
self-efficacy and expanding access to meaningful opportunities for student voice. Both highlight
how autonomy, ownership, and sense of belonging can shape students’ motivation and
engagement. Yet, for these shifts to translate into sustained academic success, students must have
a clear and consistent understanding of what high-quality work looks like. Building on the
foundation of engagement and connection, the third recommendation focuses on ensuring that
students are not only motivated to do their best but also supported in understanding and meeting

those expectations.
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Academic engagement plays a critical role in shaping both academic and behavioral
outcomes. As our study illustrated, when students feel that teachers believe in them, expect high-
quality work, and provide regular feedback, students are more likely to do well academically and
show up for school (Rubie-Davies, 2006; Rubie-Davies, 2007; Allen et al., 2016; Ryan & Deci,
2000; Wang et al., 2018). Additionally, when students try their best and believe in their capacity
to do high-quality work, they also do better in school (Robbins et al., 2004; Ismail et al., 2017).
In our study, this is the most reliable predictor of academic performance. However, for students
to consistently put forth their best effort, they must clearly understand what is expected of them.
Student feedback citing “workload” and “unclear directions” underscores the need for a clear,
schoolwide definition of high-quality student work that ensures expectations are transparent,
meaningful, and achievable. Teachers should work alongside students to develop this definition,
provide frequent, on-going, growth-oriented feedback, and offer regular opportunities for
revision. Supporting this recommendation with a system for embedded advisory support as
students work to complete assignments can help ensure consistency, continuity, and sustained

implementation.

Figure 24
High-Quality Work: Redefining Rigor

Key Components

Student/Teacher-generated rubrics, exemplars, and clear criteria for success
Growth-oriented feedback embedded in instructional practices

Regular opportunities for revision and reflection

Ongoing advisory support to monitor and coach progress

Note. This figure outlines a recommended structure for redefining rigor through high-quality
work.



123

This model of high-quality work sets the foundation for deeper engagement by activating key
inputs within our conceptual framework - student voice and school connectedness. Students
working alongside teachers in the design of the assessment criteria is one way that student voice
can be directly embedded into the instructional design (Mitra, 2003; Conner et al., 2024).

This level of student participation can increase feelings of agency and ownership of
learning (Graham et al., 2022; Mitra 2003; Conner et al., 2024; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Niemiec &
Ryan, 2009; Rubie-Davies, 2006, 2007; Wang et al., 2018). Additionally, when students see their
input incorporated into instruction (Mitra, 2003; Conner et al., 2024; Ryan & Deci 2000;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Rubie-Davies, 2006; Rubie-Davies, 2007; Wang et al., 2018) and then
receive ongoing feedback about their progress (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Allen et al., 2016;
Rubie-Davies, 2006; Wang et al., 2018; Bandura, 1977) along with multiple opportunities to
revise and reflect on their work (Zysberg & Schwabsky, 2021; Graham et al., 2022;
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), their sense of belonging and connection increases (Goodenow
& Grady, 1993; Allen et al., 2016), fostering student autonomy, strengthening feelings of

relatedness, and building a sense of competency that drives engagement and motivation (Ryan &

Deci, 2000).

Conceptual

Framework How the Recommendation Supports It

Element
Students amplify their voice by co-defining what quality work looks like and actively

Inputs participating in revision and reflection cycles, strengthening their connections to school staff
(Conner et al., 2024; Mitra, 2003).

Mediators: Students have choice in how they demonstrate their mastery (via co-created rubrics and criteria

Autonomy for success), fulfilling their need for autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
Clear exemplars, rubrics, and feedback loops strengthen students’ belief in their ability to meet

Mediators: F:xpectations (Zysberg_ & Schwabsk_y, 2021; Bandura, 1_977). As students’ self-efficacy

Competency increases, so does their GPA (Ismail et al., 2017; Robbins et al., 2004). As our study shows
students who perceived that they complete work “to the best of their ability” had higher GPAs
across all groups (r = .40, p <.001).

Mediators: When students apply feedback from trusted teachers, the relationship strengthens (Allen et al.,

Relatedness 2021; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Positive student/teacher relationships strengthen
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motivation and engagement (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Ryan & Deci, 2000), a sense of
belonging (Allen et al., 2016; Kiefer et al, 2015) and attendance (Allen et al., 2021). It also
reduces behavior problems at school (Loukas, 2010).

Feelings of autonomy, competency, and relatedness increase motivation and engagement
Outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Students who are engaged and feel capable show improvements in GPA,
attendance, and behavior—key student outcomes outlined in the framework (Study findings).

This recommendation aligns with Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which asserts that
autonomy, competency, and relatedness are essential for motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009), and with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), which reinforces the power of consistent, relationship-based
support systems. Research by Mitra (2003), Conner et al. (2024), Allen et al. (2016), and Rubie-
Davies (2007) further reinforces that teacher expectations, student voice, and frequent feedback
cycles are essential for fostering academic outcomes, particularly in middle school. When
students and teachers co-create rubrics and exemplars, students feel a sense of autonomy because
they can make meaningful choices in how they demonstrate their mastery. Feedback loops foster
competency and relatedness as students apply learning to novel situations and find success in
partnership with the teacher. This process enhances competency, particularly when feedback is
timely, growth-oriented, and capacity-building (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Deci et al., 2000;
Fredricks et al., 2004). The ongoing feedback reinforces self-efficacy, as suggested by Bandura
(1977) and Zysberg & Schwabsky (2021), strengthening the relationship between the student and
the teacher (Allen et al., 2016). As collaboration increases, so do feelings of relatedness (Allen et
al., 2016; Goodenow & Grady, 1993); which, alongside autonomy and competency, strengthens
motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). As demonstrated by our study, alongside the findings of
Niemiec and Ryan (2009) and Fredricks et al. (2004), this type of motivation increases

achievement and attendance, while reducing the need to intervene behaviorally.
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The impact of autonomy, competency, and relatedness is amplified or constrained by the
systems in which students learn. To sustain the mediating impact of these indicators, the school
must consider how the recommended supports are embedded within broader school-wide
structures and sustained throughout the school. These “proximal processes”, as Bronfenbrenner
and Morris (2006) explain, must occur regularly and “over extended periods of time” (p. 798).
The recommended advisory model serves as a systemic anchor, ensuring that these reciprocal
interactions between students and teachers occur regularly.

Engagement and belonging significantly shape student outcomes (Kiefer et al., 2015;
Allen et al., 2021). Research continues to show that when students perceive high expectations
and relevant and meaningful tasks, they perform better and attend school more consistently
(Rubie-Davis, 2006; Rubie-Davies, 2007; Wang et al., 2018). Additionally, when students
believe in their own ability to do good work, they are more likely to have higher grades
(Bandura, 1977; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Zysberg & Schwabsky, 2021; Wang et al., 2018; Graham et
al., 2022; Ismail et al., 2017; Robbins et al., 2004), and one way to cultivate that belief is by
involving students in the design of their learning experiences - a practice that fosters self-efficacy
and enhances motivation, both of which are closely linked to well-being, especially for
adolescent youth (Conner et al., 2024; Graham et al., 2022; Mitra, 2003; Taines, 2014). The
influence of these recommendations extends beyond the classroom, 1993; Kiefer et al., 2015,
Loukas et al., 2010; Graham et al., 2022; Zysberg & Schwabsky, 2021). By embedding this work
across all classrooms through a shared framework, Summit View can foster the conditions for

improved engagement, equitable learning opportunities, and sustained student success.
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Limitations

The study design is cross-sectional. Because we do not have any repeated observations,
we cannot describe which variable may have come first and how the relationship changes over
time. Additionally, group comparisons used in the study (t-tests and ANOVAS) do not account
for possible confounding factors such as prior achievement or attendance patterns. Additional
unmeasured factors could affect both engagement and attendance, inflating the observed
associations. Future work would benefit from longitudinal data samples studying the same group
over time. Utilizing validated surveys (such as the School Connectedness Index or Academic
Engagement Index) would aid in the validity and reliability of the results. The two indices were
assembled from a handful of items on the school’s climate survey, written for internal use, not
drawn from psychometrically validated scales. The questions do not cover the full engagement or
connectedness construct, and we did not conduct any reliability testing before constructing and
applying the indices. The open-response questions collected as schoolwide student perception
feedback differ in intent and nature from the data collected from the SVP questionnaire. While
the responses help give a baseline for concerns, they should not be used as a one to one
comparison.

Further, the sample of students we used to evaluate the impact of the student voice
program is small and limited in scope. Securing IRB approval earlier would provide additional
time to recruit student participants, enabling a deeper examination of the program’s specific
impact rather than limiting the analysis to broad, exploratory trends. The same holds for the
semi-structured educator interviews. The educator interviews were conducted in the last few

weeks of the school year, which may have limited the number of educators who were willing to



127

volunteer. Future iterations of this study may benefit from asking for volunteers earlier, when

educators were not feeling the stress of the end of the year.

Discussion and Conclusion

The original goal of this study was to explore how middle school students’ perceptions of
school connectedness influenced academic outcomes. In response to concerns about student
disengagement, manifested through chronic absenteeism, Summit View Middle School
implemented a student voice initiative aimed at strengthening the students’ connection to school.
The school provided the research team with climate data, which we planned to use as our
measure of school connectedness. As we analyzed the data, however, it became clear that the
original measure of school connectedness, drawn from the climate survey responses,
encompassed more than just relational connection. It also reflected elements of academic
engagement. This distinction emerged as we developed our conceptual framework and examined
the relationship between student voice, school connectedness, and the mediating influences of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness - core constructs within Self-Determination Theory
(Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2020). These insights led us to disaggregate what had
initially been considered a single construct in the data into two different indices: a School
Connectedness Index and an Academic Engagement Index. This distinction sharpened our
analysis and aligned more closely with existing research on academic self-efficacy and
achievement motivation (Robbins et al., 2004; Dweck, 2006; Haimovitz & Dweck, 2017). It also
sheds light on a few factors that have a significant impact on academic performance at Summit

View.



128

The distinction between connectedness and engagement also allowed us to contextualize
the qualitative student survey results through the lens of student engagement and connectedness
(high vs. low). Through this, we were able to identify trends in how differently these groups of
students explain their experience at Summit View. For some key factors, we were able to use
mixed methods to better understand what correlations existed between engagement and
connectedness and student responses that explicitly discussed teacher relationships, grades, self-
efficacy, and student satisfaction. These patterns allowed us to contextualize the results of the
questionnaires from the students participating in the Student VVoice Program (SVP). By
identifying themes through the broader survey data, we were able to approach the SVP responses
with a clearer analytical lens, giving direction to our exploration of the relationships between
student voice, school connectedness, and the mediating factors of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. Finally, we interviewed teachers who were closely involved in the SVP. These
interviews allowed us to have a better understanding of the SVP and how the school was able to
leverage its impact. This was particularly important due to limited responses from students.

With the aim of exploring and synthesizing the data to support the school’s improvement
team, we conducted a review of relevant literature to generate a framework that would help us
make sense of the relationships we may discover in the data. The literature emphasized the
critical role of student voice, belonging, self-efficacy, and school connectedness in promoting
student well-being. However, there was limited research directly connecting specific school-
based strategies in these areas to improvements in achievement, behavior, and attendance. While
some studies linked self-efficacy to specific outcomes, no studies linked any one construct to a
variety of school-based outcomes for middle school students. As a result, this study focused on

examining whether the more extensively studied constructs, student voice, belonging, self-
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efficacy, and school connectedness, are meaningfully related to the school’s identified areas of
concern: chronic absenteeism, behavioral challenges, and low academic performance. We
triangulated data we gathered in these areas with the survey data and through interviews with the
educators involved in the initiative. This removed potential bias and enhanced the validity and
reliability of findings. The findings from each data set supported each other.

The findings uncovered opportunities to bolster school outcomes through improved
relationships that promote academic achievement, set clear expectations for student performance,
and enhance teacher engagement by adopting a growth mindset. The focus on academic self-
efficacy and achievement motivation is central, as both were found to be strongly associated with
all three school outcomes: academic performance, attendance, and behavior. Further analysis of
student feedback revealed that the foundational drivers of these outcomes are students’ feelings
of autonomy, relatedness, and competency. These essential needs are most effectively cultivated
through the school’s inputs, especially student voice initiatives and efforts to strengthen
connectedness through strategies to increase engagement in rigorous content (with teacher
support). Students want to work hard. They want to feel as though their effort matters. They want
clear expectations and support to achieve those expectations. They want to feel seen and heard.
Designing interventions that center these needs has the potential to drive meaningful academic

gains and help close persistent opportunity gaps.
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Appendix A

Student Voice Intervention Program (SVP) Survey

Purpose: This survey aims to understand your experiences in the Student VVoice Program (SVP)
and how it has influenced your connection to school, perceptions of expectations, and
approaches to behavior and academics. Your feedback will help improve the program and ensure
student voices are heard.

Your responses are confidential. No individual answers will be shared with teachers or
administrators.

Section 1: School Connectedness

1. How strongly do you agree with the following statements? (Select one per row)
Strongly Disagree — Disagree — Neutral — Agree — Strongly Agree

e My teachers value my voice and opinions.

e | feel like my input is taken seriously by school staff.

e SVP has helped me feel more connected to my school.
Since participating in SVP, how has your feeling of connectedness to school changed?

e | feel much more connected.

e | feel somewhat more connected.

e My connectedness has stayed the same.

e | feel somewhat less connected.

e | feel much less connected.

Section 2: Perception of Behavioral & Academic Expectations
3. How well do you understand what is expected of you academically at school?
e Very well
e Somewhat well
e Not very well

e Notatall
How well do you understand what is expected of you behaviorally at school?
o Very well

e Somewhat well

e Not very well

e Notatall
Do you feel like the academic and behavioral expectations at your school are fair? Why
or why not? (Open-ended response)
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Since participating in SVP, has your understanding of school rules and expectations
changed? If so, how? (Open-ended response)

What are some challenges you face in meeting academic and behavioral expectations at
school? (Open-ended response)

Section 3: Behavioral & Academic Approach

11.

Since joining SVP, how have your academic habits changed? (Select all that apply)
| complete more of my schoolwork on time

| participate more in class discussions

| ask for help when | need it

| take more responsibility for my own learning

My academic habits haven’t changed

Other (please specify)

. Since joining SVP, how have your behavioral habits changed? (Select all that apply)

| follow school expectations more closely

| think more about how my actions affect others
| take more responsibility for my choices

I am more comfortable advocating for myself
My behavioral habits haven’t changed

Other (please specify)

. How has participating in SVP influenced the way you interact with teachers and

classmates? (Open-ended response)
What is one specific way you have applied something you learned in SVP to your
schoolwork or behavior? (Open-ended response)

Section 4: Academic Growth, Discipline Referrals, & Course Completion

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Have you felt more motivated to complete your schoolwork since participating in SVP?
Why or why not? (Open-ended response)

If yes, do you feel like it was handled fairly? Why or why not? (Open-ended response)
Section 5: Student VVoice & Recommendations

If you could change one thing about how behavior expectations are set and enforced at
school, what would it be? (Open-ended response)

What suggestions do you have for improving the Student VVoice Program (SVP)? (Open-
ended response)

Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences with SVP, school
expectations, or ways to improve the school environment? (Open-ended response)
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11.

12.

13.

14.
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Appendix B

Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Educators

Based on your observations, how would you describe the attitudes and beliefs of students about
school before they participated in the SVP program?

What changes, if any, have you noticed in students’ perceptions of their role or voice in the
school after participating in the SVP?

How do students in the SVP program describe their sense of connectedness to school, both
before and after participating?

In your experience, what is the most significant impact the SVP program had on students’
academic engagement?

Have you observed any changes in students’ academic engagement, such as their participation,
effort, or focus in class, following their involvement in the SVP?

In what ways have students expressed feeling more valued or empowered as members of the
school community after participating in the SVP?

What differences have you observed in academic engagement, between students who feel
strongly connected to the school and those who do not?

How do you think the SVP program helps students connect their voice and decision-making to
their academic responsibilities?

Avre there certain aspects of the SVP program that you believe are particularly effective in
improving academic engagement? If so, what are they?

What feedback have you received from students about how the SVP program has influenced
their approach to learning or school involvement?

From your perspective, how does a student’s sense of connectedness to school influence their
level of academic engagement?

How do you think initiatives like the SVP program contribute to bridging the gap between
connectedness and academic engagement?

What recommendations would you make to enhance the SVP program’s ability to foster both
connectedness and academic engagement?

Is there anything else you’d like to share about the impact of the SVP program or the role of
connectedness in academic engagement?
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Appendix C

Student Perception Questions and Codebook

As a part of the dataset shared by the school, students were invited to give feedback on the
following free-form questions.

e What motivates you to complete work to the best of your ability, or what prevents you from
doing your best work?

e What can your teachers do (or what can they do) to motivate you to complete high-quality

work?

What makes you feel that you are NOT cared for?

What is something that this school could do to make you feel more cared for?

What makes you feel that school is NOT safe?

What could the school do to make you feel more safe?

What prizes or experiences motivate you, or would motivate you, to earn POWER points?

Student Perception Codes

Code

Description

Extracurriculars

When students mentioned extracurriculars such as sports or school
clubs.

Family When students mention family members, such as parents, siblings,
or grandparents.
IDK When students indicated “I don’t know,” “not sure,” or some similar

non-response.

Mindset/Focus/Attitude

When students discussed their own attitude as a factor in their
academic engagement or behavior.

Peers

When students discuss peers generally. We also distinguished
subcodes for feelings of belong and negative behavior of peers.

Policies and Problem

When students discussed school policies around punishment, or

Resolution resolution around problems that have been reported.

Classroom When students discussed the classroom space.

Environment

Rewards When students discussed specific rewards or prizes. We included
subcodes for: Money/Gift Cards; Food/Snacks/Candy; Free
Time/Recess; Experiences (such as field trips, administrator for a
day, or specific classroom activities); Power Points; and Prizes or
Specific Items

School Work When students discuss schoolwork itself. We also included subcodes

for extra credit and grades.
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Security When students discussed feelings around school security. We
included sub-codes for: Fights; Emergencies/Drills; Building and
Security Personnel; and Location.

Self-Determination When students discussed internal goals or hopes. We included sub-
codes for: Career, College, and Future-Thinking; Desire to do well;
and interest.

Student Identity When students discussed their identity. This includes sub-codes for:
Being respected/Seen; Issues of Diversity; Mental Health; and
Names.

Teachers When students discuss their teachers. This includes sub-codes for:

Beliefs about students; Classroom Strategies; Teacher Feedback; and
Teacher Support.
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Appendix D

Tables

Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample

Characteristic Category Count Percent
Gender Male 230 50.8
Female 223 49.2
Grade Level Grade 6 157 34.7
Grade 7 141 31.1
Grade 8 155 34.2
Race/Ethnicity Latino 132 29.1
Asian 124 27.4
Black 97 21.4
White 51 11.3
Multi-racial 37 8.2
Pacific Islander 10 2.2
Native American 2 0.4
ML Status Not ML 293 64.7
ML (current) 143 31.6
Recently exited 17 3.8
Special Education ~ General education 391 86.3
Special education 62 13.7
Economic Status Yes (disadv.) 248 54.7
No 201 44.4
Missing 4 0.9

Note. Percentages are based on the full sample (N = 453).
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Descriptive Statistics for Academic Outcomes
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Variable N Minimum Maximum Mean Std.
Deviation

Attendance 453 0.04 1.00 0.9036 0.09649
rate
Grade point 453 1.08 3.82 2.7618 0.51765
average
ELA growth 432 4.00 19.00 12.6227 5.42091
Math growth 417 9.00 15.00 12.2782 1.89491
Short-term 453 0.00 3.00 0.1082 0.39828
suspension
Behavior 453 0.00 42.00 1.2141 3.11939
interventions
Behavior 453 0.00 13.00 0.6380 1.61343
referrals

Note. ELA = English Language Arts; SD = standard deviation.

Table 3

Academic Outcomes by Gender
Gender GPA (M) GPA(SD) ELA Math Math

growth growth growth
(M) (M) (SD)

Female 2.86 0.49 12.38 12.32 1.92
Male 2.67 0.53 12.87 12.24 1.87

Note. GPA = grade-point average (04 scale); ELA = English language arts; M = mean; SD =
standard deviation. Growth scores represent fall-to-spring scale-score gains—higher values
reflect greater academic progress.



Table 4

Academic Outcomes by Grade

Group GPA (M) GPA (SD) ELA ELA Math Math
growth growth growth growth
(SD) (M) (SD)
Grade 6 2.88 0.49 13.46 5.25 14.07 0.77
Grade 7 2.68 0.49 12.41 4.91 12.6 0.55
Grade 8 2.72 0.54 11.92 5.94 10.19 1.39

Note. GPA 0-4 scale; growth scores are fall-to-spring gains.

Table 5

Spearman Correlations Between Academic Engagement and Independent Variables

Variable r 95% CI p
Grades .108* [.013,.201] .022
Positive Feelings .208** [.115,.297] <.001
about Teachers

Negative Feelings  -.013 [-.108, .082] .780
about Teachers

Student Satisfaction .271** [.181, .357] <.001
Self-Efficacy 250%* [.159, .337] <.001

Note. N = 453. Spearman rank-order correlations are shown. * p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p <

.001.
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Table 6

Spearman Correlations Between Connectedness and Independent Variables
Variable r 95% CI p
Grades 017 [-.112,.078] 713
Positive Feelings .165** [.072, .256] <.001
about Teachers

Negative Feelings  -.121* [-.213, -.026] .010
about Teachers

Student Satisfaction .295** [.206, .380] <.001
Self-Efficacy .206** [.114, .296] <.001

Note. N = 453. Spearman rank-order correlations are shown. * p <.05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001.

Table 7

Academic Outcomes by Race/Ethnicity

Group GPA (M) GPA (SD) ELA ELA Math Math
growth growth growth growth
(M) (SD) (M) (SD)

Asian 3.01 0.45 11.93 5.27 11.92 2.07

Black 2.71 0.48 13.46 5.13 12.54 1.91

Latino 2.56 0.48 14.13 5.06 12.61 1.69

Multi 2.84 0.53 11.11 5.45 11.89 1.81

Racial

Native 1.75 0.23 19.0 — — —

American

Pacific 2.83 0.51 13.7 3.83 13.0 0.71

Islander

White 2.73 0.56 9.76 5.95 12.02 1.93

Note. Dashes indicate insufficient data for reliable estimates. GPA 04 scale; growth scores are
fall-to-spring gains.
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Academic Outcomes by Socioeconomic Status
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Group GPA (M) GPA(SD) ELA ELA Math Math
growth growth growth growth
(M) (SD) (M) (SD)
Not 2.89 11.21 5.54 11.96 1.93
economically
disadvantaged
Economically 2.67 13.75 5.05 12.56 1.82
disadvantaged
Note. Economic disadvantage based on free/reduced lunch eligibility.
Table 9
Academic Outcomes by ML Status
Group GPA (M) GPA (SD) ELA ELA Math Math
growth growth growth growth
(M) (SD) (M) (SD)
No 2.53 16.55 3.35 12.74 1.65
Recently  3.16 10.75 3.42 13.13 1.6
Exited
Yes 2.85 10.84 5.33 12.0 1.97
Note. ML = multilingual learner.
Table 10
Academic Outcomes by SPED Status
Group GPA (M) GPA (SD) ELA ELA Math Math
growth growth growth growth
(M) (SD) (M) (SD)
No 2.83 12.49 531 12.51 1.8
Yes 2.28 13.54 5.22 11.79 2.14

Note. SPED = special education.
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Behavior Outcomes by Gender
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Group Suspension Interventions Referrals  Suspension Interventions Referrals
M M M SD SD SD
Female 0.10 0.56 0.31 0.39 1.40 0.96
Male 0.12 1.83 0.95 0.41 4.07 2.00
Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Values represent event counts during the academic
year.
Table 12

Behavior Outcomes by Grade

Group Suspension Interventions Referrals  Suspension Interventions Referrals
M M M SD SD SD

Gr.6 0.11 1.04 0.52 0.40 3.84 1.56

Gr. 7 0.11 1.29 0.70 0.43 2.75 1.48

Gr. 8 0.11 1.29 0.69 0.37 2.56 1.76
Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Values represent event counts during the academic
year.
Table 13

Behavior Outcomes by Race/Ethnicity

Group Suspension Interventions Referrals  Suspension Interventions Referrals
M M M SD SD SD

Asian 0.03 0.43 0.19 0.18 1.45 0.50

Black 0.15 1.66 0.82 0.49 3.36 1.79

Latino 0.11 1.64 0.86 0.40 4.31 191

Multi 0.05 1.11 0.73 0.23 2.33 1.88

Racial

Native 0.00 6.50 1.50 0.00 0.71 2.12

America

Pacific 0.40 0.10 0.30 0.97 0.32 0.95

Islander

White 0.20 1.25 0.76 0.49 2.13 1.89

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. VValues represent event counts during the academic

year.
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Table 14

Behavior Outcomes by Economic Disadvantage

Group Suspension Interventions Referrals  Suspension Interventions Referrals
M M M SD SD SD

No 0.11 1.11 0.54 0.43 3.59 1.60

Yes 0.10 1.27 0.71 0.38 2.67 1.61

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Values represent event counts during the academic
year.

Table 15

Behavior Outcomes by ML Status

Group Suspension Interventions Referrals  Suspension Interventions Referrals
M M M SD SD SD

ML 0.08 1.46 0.69 0.32 2.58 1.38

Not ML 0.12 1.10 0.63 0.41 3.40 1.74

Recently 0.24 0.71 0.18 0.75 1.72 0.73

Exited

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. ML = Multilingual. VValues represent event counts
during the academic year.

Table 16

Behavior Outcomes by SPED Status

Group Suspension Interventions Referrals  Suspension Interventions Referrals
M M M SD SD SD

Gen.ED 0.12 1.06 0.52 0.42 3.18 1.52

SPED 0.03 2.07 1.34 0.18 2.50 1.96

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Gen. ED = General Education; SPED = Special
Education. Values represent event counts during the academic year.
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Table 17

Attendance Rate by Gender

Group M SD
Female 0.906 0.086
Male 0.904 0.105

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Rates range from 0 (never present) to 1 (perfect
attendance).

Table 18

Attendance Rate by Grade

Group M SD

Grade 6 0.914 0.081
Grade 7 0.905 0.089
Grade 8 0.894 0.113

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Rates range from 0 (never present) to 1 (perfect
attendance).

Table 19

Attendance Rate by Race/Ethnicity

Group M SD

Asian 0.940 0.063
Black 0.905 0.086
Latino 0.886 0.091
Multi Racial 0.908 0.089
Native America 0.735 0.215
Pacific Islander 0.863 0.108
White 0.878 0.149

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Rates range from 0 (never present) to 1 (perfect
attendance).
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Table 20

Attendance Rate by Economic Disadvantage

Group M SD
No 0.916 0.100
Yes 0.895 0.091

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Rates range from 0 (never present) to 1 (perfect
attendance).

Table 21

Attendance Rate by ML Status

Group M SD

ML 0.896 0.093
Not ML 0.907 0.099
Recently Exited 0.939 0.052

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Rates range from 0 (never present) to 1 (perfect
attendance).

Table 22

Attendance Rate by SPED Status

Group M SD

ML 0.896 0.093
Not ML 0.907 0.099
Recently Exited 0.939 0.052

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Rates range from 0 (never present) to 1 (perfect
attendance).
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Connectedness and Engagement by Gender

Group Connectedness  Engagement M Connectedness Engagement
M SD SD

Female 3.42 3.74 0.83 0.66

Male 3.66 3.78 0.85 0.69

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Higher values indicate stronger perceived
connectedness or engagement (1-5 scale).

Table 24

Connectedness and Engagement by Grade

Group Connectedness Engagement M Connectedness Engagement
M SD SD

Grade 6 3.64 3.91 0.85 0.64

Grade 7 3.50 3.64 0.90 0.73

Grade 8 3.48 3.72 0.79 0.63

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Higher values indicate stronger perceived
connectedness or engagement (1-5 scale).

Table 25

Connectedness and Engagement by Race/Ethnicity

Group Connectedness Engagement M Connectedness Engagement
M SD SD

Asian 3.52 3.82 0.75 0.60

Black 3.68 3.78 0.87 0.72

Latino 3.40 3.69 0.89 0.75

Multi Racial 3.77 3.79 0.84 0.57

Native 3.50 3.33 1.41 0.94
America

Pacific Islander 4.03 4.13 1.00 0.77

White 3.42 3.69 0.82 0.58

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Higher values indicate stronger perceived
connectedness or engagement (1-5 scale).
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Connectedness and Engagement by Economic Disadvantage

Group Connectedness  Engagement M Connectedness Engagement
M SD SD

No 3.54 3.77 0.84 0.63

Yes 3.54 3.75 0.86 0.71

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Higher values indicate stronger perceived
connectedness or engagement (1-5 scale).

Table 27

Connectedness and Engagement by ML Status

Group Connectedness Engagement M Connectedness Engagement
M SD SD

ML 3.50 3.69 0.90 0.75

Not ML 3.56 3.79 0.82 0.63

Recently 3.56 3.88 0.89 0.73

Exited

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Higher values indicate stronger perceived
connectedness or engagement (1-5 scale).

Table 28

Connectedness and Engagement by SPED Status

Group Connectedness Engagement M Connectedness  Engagement
M SD SD

General 3.58 3.82 0.82 0.65

Education

Special 3.28 3.39 0.97 0.71

Education

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Higher values indicate stronger perceived
connectedness or engagement (1-5 scale).
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Correlations Among School Connectedness, Academic, Attendance, and Behavior Variables

Variable Connectedness GPA Attendance ELA Math Interventions  Referrals
Growth Growth

School —

Connectedness

Index

Grade point 0.20** —

average

Attendance 0.13** 0.47**

rate

ELA growth -0.06 -0.54**  -0.23** —

Math growth ~ 0.02 -0.19** -0.00 041> —

Behavior 0.05 -0.36** -0.14**  0.22** 0.11*

interventions

Behavior -0.04 -0.40** -0.15**  0.21** 0.08 0.72** —

referrals

Note. N = 453 for all variables except ELA growth (N = 432) and Math growth (N = 417). *p
<.05. **p < .01 (two-tailed). School Connectedness Index = average of belonging, care, safety,

and teacher belief.
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Table 30

Correlations Among Academic Engagement, Academic, Attendance, and Behavior Variables
Variable Engagement GPA Attendance ELA Math Interventions Referrals
Growth  Growth

Academic —

Engagement

Index

Grade point  0.36**

average

Attendance  0.23** 0.47**

rate

ELA growth  -0.15** -0.54**  -0.23** —

Math growth -0.01 -0.19**  -0.00 0.41** —
Behavior -0.04 -0.36**  -0.14** 0.22** 0.11* —
interventions

Behavior -0.09* -0.40**  -0.15** 0.21** 0.08 0.72** —
referrals

Note. N = 453 for most variables (ELA growth N = 432, Math growth N = 417). *p < .05. **p < .01 (two-
tailed). Academic Engagement Index = average of high expectations, effort, and feedback.



Table 31

Correlations Among Attendance, Academic, Behavior, and Engagement Perception Variables
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Variable

Attendance

GPA

ELA
Growth

Math
Growth

Interventions

Referrals

Teacher
Expectations

Best
Ability

Teacher
Feedback

Attendance
rate

Grade point
average
ELA growth

Math growth

Behavior
interventions
Behavior
referrals
Teachers
expect
scholars to
complete
high-quality
work

I complete
work to the
best of my
ability

My teachers
provide me
feedback
about my
learning

0.47**

-0.23**

-0.00

-0.14%*

-0.15**

0.09*

0.19**

0.21**

0.54**

0.19**

0.36**

0.40**
0.23**

0.40**

0.19**

0.41**

0.22**

0.21**

0.18**

0.13**

-0.05

0.11*

0.08

0.13**

-0.02

-0.00

0.72**

-0.02

-0.06

-0.01

-0.08

-0.09*

-0.05

0.30**

0.36**

0.36**

Note. N = 453 for most variables (ELA growth N = 432; Math growth N = 417). *p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed).
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Correlations Among Attendance, Academic, Behavior, and School Connectedness Variables
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Variable

Attendance

GPA

ELA
Growth

Math

Growth

Interventions  Referrals

Belonging

Staff Safety Staff
Care Believe

1.
Attendance
rate

2. Grade
point
average

3. ELA
growth

4. Math
growth

5. Behavior
interventions
6. Behavior
referrals

7. | feel like
I belong at
this school
8. | feel like
staff at this
school care
9. | feel safe
at this
school

10. Staff at
this school
believe | can
succeed

0.47**

-0.23**

-0.00

-0.14%*

-0.15**

0.18**

0.10*

0.03

0.12**

0.54**

0.19**

0.36**

0.40**
0.23**

0.16**

0.06

0.19**

0.41**

0.22**

0.21**

-0.07

-0.03

0.00

-0.09

0.11*

0.08

-0.01

-0.03

0.07

-0.02

0.72** —

-0.01 -0.04

0.10* -0.02

0.01 -0.04

0.06 -0.04

0.67**

0.57**

0.51**

0.54**

0.51** 0.49**

Note. N = 453 for most variables (ELA growth N = 432; Math growth N = 417). *p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed).
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Table 33

Correlations Between School Connectedness and Academic/Behavioral Outcomes by
Race/Ethnicity

Race / GPA Attendance Referrals Interventions
Ethnicity

Asian 0.15 0.15 -0.12 -0.11

Black 0.06 0.07 0.01 0.15

Latino 0.28** 0.12 -0.06 0.04
Multiracial 0.12 0.15 -0.12 0.07

Native — — — —

American

Pacific Islander 0.45 0.34 0.25 0.25

White 0.29** 0.25 0.03 0.08

Note. Coefficients are Pearson correlations between Connectedness Index and each outcome
within racial/ethnic groups (two-tailed). A dash (—) indicates insufficient data. **p < .01; *p
< .05.

Table 34

Correlations Between Academic Engagement and Academic/Behavioral Outcomes by
Race/Ethnicity

Race / GPA Attendance Referrals Interventions ELA Math
Ethnicity Growth Growth
Asian 0.34** 0.17 -0.21* -0.19* -0.19* -0.01
Black 0.26* 0.28** -0.01 -0.02 -0.04 -0.01
Latino 0.44** 0.26** -0.06 0.02 -0.19* 0.08
Multiracial 0.39* 0.20 -0.19 0.02 -0.08 -0.20
Native — — — — — —
American

Pacific 0.43 0.17 0.24 0.24 -0.21 -0.07
Islander

White 0.34* 0.23 -0.17 -0.04 -0.26 -0.16

Note. Coefficients are Pearson correlations between Academic Engagement Index and each
outcome within racial/ethnic groups (two-tailed). A dash (—) indicates insufficient data. **p
<.01; *p < .05.
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Correlations Between Connectedness/Engagement Dimensions and GPA by Race/Ethnicity

Race / Belong Cared  Safe Staff High Best Teacher  SEL
Ethnicity For Believe Expect Ability Feedback Skills
Asian 0.22*  0.09 -0.02 0.20*  0.27** 0.36** 0.12 0.06
Black 0.04 0.07 0.05 0.02 0.21*  0.29** 0.12 0.12
Latino 0.29** 0.26** 0.12 0.24** 0.24** 0.42** 0.34** 0.19*
Multiracial 0.24 0.08 0.04 0.06 0.30 0.45** 0.12 0.15
Native — — — — — — — —
American

Pacific 0.35 0.42 0.30 0.61 0.08 0.77** 0.29 0.54
Islander

White 0.29* 0.18 0.12 0.33* 0.18 0.46** 0.11 0.27

Note. Coefficients are Pearson correlations between each connectedness/engagement dimension
and GPA within racial/ethnic groups (two-tailed). A dash (—) indicates insufficient data. **p
<.01; *p <.05.

Table 36

Correlations Between Connectedness/Engagement Dimensions and Attendance by Race/Ethnicity

Race / Belong Cared Safe Staff High Best Teacher  SEL
Ethnicity For Believe Expect Ability Feedback Skills
Asian 0.12 0.11 0.04 0.23* 0.15 0.20* 0.03 0.12
Black 0.17 0.10 -0.11 0.07 0.10 0.32**  0.22* 0.20
Latino 0.15 0.12 0.06 0.07 0.16 0.11 0.31** 0.17
Multiracial 0.21 0.07 0.12 0.13 0.04 0.15 0.22 0.18
Native — — — — — — — —
American

Pacific 0.29 0.20 0.20 0.63 -0.22 0.42 0.22 0.43
Islander

White 0.34* 0.10 0.15 0.22 -0.00 0.17 0.29* 0.36**

Note. Coefficients are Pearson correlations between each connectedness/engagement dimension and
student attendance within racial/ethnic groups (two-tailed). A dash (—) indicates insufficient data. **p
<.01; *p < .05.
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Table 37

Correlations Between Connectedness/Engagement Dimensions and Outcomes by Program
Participation

Dimension GPA GPA GPA Attendanc  Attendanc  Attendanc  Referral Referral Referral

SPED ML EconDi e SPED e ML e EconDis sSPED sML S
S EconDis

Academic 0.34* 0.36* 0.38* 0.21** 0.25** 0.21** -0.07 0.01 -0.06

Engagement  * * *

Index

Belong 0.18* 0.15 0.27* 0.18** 0.14 0.24** -0.02 0.05 -0.14*
* *

Best Ability ~ 0.39* 0.35* 0.38* 0.18** 017 015 007 003 -0.06
* * *

Cared For 0.17* 0.19* 0.21* 0.12* 0.11 0.09 0.00 -0.04 -0.05
* *

Connectednes  0.19* 0.21* 0.26* 0.13**  0.15 0.19** -0.05 0.00  -0.09

s Index * *

High Expect  0.22* 0.31* 0.23* 0.08 0.20* 0.05 -0.06 -0.02 -0.03
* * *

SEL Skills 0.16* 0.12 0.22* 0.21** 0.19* 0.28** -0.07 -0.01 -0.08
* *

Safe 0.06 0.11 0.15* 0.02 0.12 0.15* -0.06 -0.01 -0.05

Staff Believe 0.20* 0.23* 0.23* 0.10* 0.12 0.14* -0.07 0.01 -0.05
* * *

Teacher 0.17* 0.19* 0.20* 0.20** 0.23** 0.23** -0.04 0.02 -0.03

Feedback * *

Note. Coefficients are Pearson correlations (two-tailed). **p < .01; *p < .05.
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Multiple Linear Regression Predicting GPA From Academic Engagement and Connectedness

Controlling for Demographics

Predictor B SEB B t p
Academic 0.21*** 0.04 0.34 5.25 <.001
Engagement

Index

Connectedness 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.23 .82
Index

Gender (ref=  -0.02 0.03 -0.02 -0.67 .50
Male)

Grade -0.05 0.01 -0.18 -4.00 <.001***
Race/Ethnicity -0.01 0.02 -0.01 -0.50 .62
(ref = White)

SPED (ref = -0.10 0.04 -0.09 -2.50 01*
No)

Multilingual -0.03 0.03 -0.03 -1.00 .32
Learner (ref =

No)

Economically -0.08 0.03 -0.08 -2.67 .008**

Disadvantaged
(ref = No)

Note. B = unstandardized coefficient. SE B = standard error of B. § = standardized coefficient.
Reference categories are shown in parentheses. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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Multiple Linear Regression Predicting GPA From Dimensions of Connectedness and
Engagement, Controlling for Demographics

Dimension b SE p
Belong 0.04 0.03 14
CaredFor 0.00 0.03 .89
Safe -0.06** 0.02 .006
StaffBelieve 0.03 0.03 22
HighExpect 0.03 0.03 31
BestAbility 0.15%** 0.03 <.001
TeacherFeedback 0.02 0.03 .53
SELSKills 0.02 0.02 47

Note. * p <.05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001. Model controls for gender, grade, race/ethnicity, special
education status, multilingual learner status, and economic disadvantage.

Table 40

Spearman Correlation Coefficients Between Student Perceptions And Behavior Interventions
Dimension Spearman r (rs) p-value Dimension
Belong -0.041 0.388 Belong
Safe -0.035 0.453 Safe
StaffBelieve 0.026 0.582 StaffBelieve
CaredFor 0.037 0.433 CaredFor
HighExpect -0.109* 0.020 HighExpect
BestAbility -0.155** 0.001 BestAbility
TeacherFeedback -0.070 0.138 TeacherFeedback
SELSKkills -0.089 0.059 SELSKills

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001.



Table 41

Mean GPA by Academic Engagement Quartile from One-Way ANOVA Analysis

Academic Engagement N Mean GPA (SD)
Quiartile
Q1 (Lowest) 92 2.49 (0.50)
Q2 151 2.67 (0.45)
Q3 82 2.93 (0.48)
Q4 (Highest) 128 2.95 (0.49)

Table 42

Mean GPA by Connectedness Quartile from One-Way ANOVA Analysis

Connectedness Quartile N Mean GPA (SD)
Q1 (Lowest) 103 2.62
Q2 133 2.70
Q3 104 2.86
Q4 (Highest) 116 2.86

Table 43

Mean Discipline Outcomes by Academic Engagement Quartile

Academic Behavior Referrals ~ Behavior Suspensions
Engagement Interventions

Quartile

Q1 (Lowest) 0.96 1.61 0.45

Q2 0.62 1.14 0.28

Q3 0.22 0.52 0.17

Q4 (Highest) 0.81 1.87 0.33
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Table 44

ANOVA Results for Discipline Outcomes Across Quartiles
Outcome Engagement Engagement Connectedness  Connectedness

Quartiles F Quartiles p Quartiles F Quartiles p

Behavior 5.76 <.001 0.96 0.41
Referrals
Behavior 4.24 .006 2.04 0.11
Interventions
Suspensions 9.40 <.001 0.54 0.66

Table 45

ANOVA Results for Discipline Outcomes Across Connectedness Quartiles

Outcome F p

Behavior interventions 0.97 41
Short term suspension 0.97 42
Behavior referrals 0.50 .68

Note. None of the p-values are below the conventional significance threshold of .05, indicating a
lack of statistically significant differences.

Table 46

Effect Sizes for Discipline Outcomes

Outcome Eta-squared 95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper
Behavior .006 .000 .023
interventions

Short term 041 .000 129
suspension

Behavior referrals .003 .000 015

Note. All effect sizes were very small, suggesting that connectedness quartile explains little to no
variance in discipline outcomes.



Table 47

Mean Discipline Outcomes by Connectedness Quartile
Connectedness N Behavior Short Term Behavior
Quartile Interventions Suspension Referrals
1 100 1.01 0.55 0.65
2 133 1.23 0.62 0.74
3 104 0.96 0.64 0.48
4 116 1.60 0.95 0.66

Table 48

Mean Attendance by Race/Ethnicity and Connectedness Quartile
Race/ Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total
Ethnicity (Lowest) (Highest)
Asian 92.9% 93% 94.6% 94.9% 93.9%
Black 91.0% 88.2% 92.1% 90.4% 90.3%
Latino 87.4% 88.9% 87.2% 90.9% 88.5%
Multi Racial 87.6% 90.3% 96.1% 90.9% 90.8%
Native 88.7% 58.3% 73.5%
American
Pacific 88.5% 78.8% 89.7% 86.3%
Islander
White 81.7% 88.0% 90.6% 92.3% 87.8%
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Table 49

Mean Attendance Rate by Race/Ethnicity and School Engagement Quartile

Race/Ethnicity Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Total
Asian 92.9% 93.4% 94.6% 94.9% 93.9%
Black 91.0% 88.2% 92.1% 90.4% 90.3%
Latino 87.4% 88.9% 87.2% 90.9% 88.5%
Multi Racial 87.6% 90.3% 96.1% 90.9% 90.8%
Native 88.7% 58.3% 73.5%
America

Pacific 88.5% 78.8% 89.7% 86.3%
Islander

White 81.7% 88.0% 90.6% 92.3% 87.8%
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